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Summary 


Danny endures captivity at the hands of his mother, all while she persists in a futile search 
for her son. Sequel to Disparaged. Actual rating is Tplus. 


Notes 


Summary of Disparaged: While out on patrol one night, Danny is apprehended in ghost 
form by his mother, who disables his powers using an injected solution of her creation. He 
manages to escape, but not without feeling very shaken by the ordeal. He tries to suppress 
the memory and ignore what it made him feel, but he is terrible at hiding it. Maddie at first 
believes he is struggling with a painkiller and narcotic addiction arising from severe 
depression and anxiety and tries to get him help, including therapy. Danny goes along with 
this story, hoping it'll prevent her from figuring out what is actually troubling him, 
especially as he notices her obsession with capturing Phantom has reached unhealthy levels. 
Maddie shortly realizes that there is something else more serious going on with Danny, but 
when she tries to force him to talk to her in the middle of the night, he runs out of the house. 
Maddie goes out to look for him but ends up finding him in ghost form. Not recognizing 
him, she proceeds to disable his powers again, chase him down, and corner him with no 
escape. 


you were there 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


You were there. 


No more wondering how long he could continue to outrun her. 


"How did you find me?" 
"Even God wants me to have you." 
Are you just as excited as I am? 


Ahead. In a hallway of the unfinished building he had run into in a futile attempt to lose her. 
Surrounded by walls he could not pass through without the powers she had stripped from him. 
With his back to her, Phantom stared straight ahead at the dead end he had run into. He remained 
motionless as she approached, did not even acknowledge her presence. 


She walked close enough so he could hear the droning of her ecto-gun trained on him. 
She had him. He was hers. 
"Get on your knees, Phantom," she commanded coolly. 


He shot a scowl at her over his shoulder, turned fully before she could reprimand him. Facing her 
squarely, he stared her down with arms out and palms toward her. A desperate final act of rebellion 
even in surrender. 


Maddie gripped her gun tighter. "Phantom, I'm warning you—" 

"If you want to shoot me, then do it," yelled Phantom. "But you'll have to do it facing me." 
"Don't think I won't, Phantom. But you're much more valuable to me alive." 

"Then just take me already. If having me means so much to you." 


Maddie frowned and lowered her gun slightly. She studied him intently, his submissive yielding 
stance that was somehow still as cocky as ever. 


"No fight at all?" she finally asked him. 


His glare softened into something so sad, an expression she had seen many times before but never 
on him. Maddie sharply focused and tried to make sense of it. 


"[ just recognize that what I did was..." 
His eyes clouded over and lowered. 
"Irresponsible." 


His tone was tapping against her heart, begging to break it in the most peculiar way. But also in a 


way she was certain she had felt before. But when? The recollection wasn't forming. 


No, this was just what Phantom did. This was what ghosts did. He was trying to imitate something 
familiar to trick her. She couldn't let him. 


"So just take me already," he rasped out with whispery cadence. "Because I can't do this anymore." 


Maddie studied him for only a moment longer before detaching the Fenton Thermos from her belt 
and aiming it right at him. He raised his eyes just as she activated the device. A beam of light, a 
cyclone of sound. He stretched and narrowed and then disappeared. The hallway fell dark, his glow 
no longer present to illuminate its walls. 


Maddie dropped her gun and held the Thermos in both hands, pressed it to her chest. 
No more chasing. No more plotting. No more dreaming. 

Phantom was trapped in this device she carried. 

Phantom belonged to her now. 


Outside. Back in the misty spring air lit by blinking stars. She walked away from the building, 
climbed over the fence warning against trespassing. Dressed in her night shirt and pants, utility belt 
slung around her waist, goggles perched on her head. Her car was parked quite a distance from 
here; Phantom had given her such a thrilling chase. But she didn't mind the walk at all. She 
hummed to herself, caressed the Thermos in her hands, leisurely ambled. The most relaxing stroll 
along the mostly empty streets of Amity Park. 


Her car at last. She buckled herself in, carefully set her ecto-gun and Thermos on the passenger 
seat. She switched on the engine, shifted the car into drive. 


But where could she go? 
She stared out the front window, then down at the Thermos. 


She had always planned on taking him home to the Fenton Works basement lab. But that would 
mean sharing Phantom with her husband. And Phantom was her property. 


Plus, Jack seemed to think she had an unhealthy obsession with the ghost boy. What would he 
think if she told him she had gone out alone in the middle of the night without telling him and 
finally succeeded in capturing Phantom? 


She had only left the house in the first place to run after Danny— 
Danny! Oh, God, where was he! 


She looked out either side of her car frantically, as if he'd just appear all of a sudden, as if she'd 
surely just happen to catch a glimpse of him running down the street. 


How long ago? When had she last seen him? It was under two hours, right? They had been in the 
kitchen together. He was hiding something from her, had refused to unlock the secret texting app 
on his phone. 


His secrets were hurting him. She had to know what his secrets were. It was her responsibility as 
his mother. 


And what makes you think my secrets are hurting me? What if you're the one hurting me? 


His last words to her. 


And then he ran out of the house in an emotional tantrum, and by the time she was out the front 
door, Danny was gone. 


She had to find him. She had to bring him home. She had to keep him safe with her. 
She glanced at the Thermos. 


But she also needed to secure Phantom. Somewhere she could do what she wanted to him without 
the Guys in White trying to take him from her. Somewhere without judgment from her husband. 


She knew the perfect place. 


Far past the other side of town, outside of any city limits at all, she pulled onto a desolate stretch of 
road and parked before an isolated steely building. She climbed out of her car and stared up at it, 
Thermos in hand. 


A private lab belonging to Vlad. He had kindly allowed her to use it once for her own purposes, 
and since then, he continued to grant her access to the facility any time she had something she 
wanted to work on that she wanted to keep completely top secret, even from her husband. 


And in this case, especially from her husband. 


She tapped in a code on the keypad next to the door, hoping Vlad hadn't changed it. It beeped an 
affirmation and buzzed the steel door open. Of course he hadn't changed it yet. Why would he 
when he knew it made her happy to have access to this isolated lab? He liked making her happy. 
He had to cling to the hope that continually making her happy would bring her into his waiting 
arms. 


She hated taking advantage of his desperate affection like this. But the asshole deserved to be used 
considering his own skeevy agendas. And what other choice did she have anyway? She couldn't 
take Phantom to Fenton Works, not when Jack would insist that she share him. Phantom 

was hers. She put in all the hours and labor to capture him. She deserved to have him all to herself. 


Inside the building, she flipped on a light and looked around. It was exactly as she had last left it. 
Did Vlad ever use this lab at all? 


Perhaps all of the things she had left were still here, then. 


She took off her utility belt and set it down on the main operating table in the room, placing the 
Thermos beside it. She couldn't let him out just yet, had to plan, had to get everything ready first. 
Once she released him from the Thermos, she'd only have ten minutes before he regained 
consciousness. She had in the past always planned for what to do with Phantom at Fenton Works 
and so had to figure out something new for this location. 


Different place, yes, but that never really mattered. What mattered was that he was here with her. 


She giddily steadied herself on the table. This was it. This was real. Phantom was in her possession, 
and he would soon be awake and know it himself. 


Around the lab she went in an almost dreamlike state, reacquainting herself with all of the tools and 
solutions belonging to Vlad, the gadgets and materials that she had brought over herself months 
ago. 


She had everything she needed here. 


She picked up the Thermos with shaking hands, finger hovering over the release button. This was a 
beginning, an ending, the start of her greatest scientific pursuit and the conclusion of her relentless 
hunt for this boy who had been gnawing at her nerves and infesting her dreams for far too long 
now. 


This just didn't feel real. After all this time, all her failures, did she really think she had succeeded, 
that she didn't just hallucinate cornering and capturing him? Would anything even happen when 
she pressed this release button? 


Only one way to find out. 


She uncapped the Thermos, aimed its opening at the operating table, held her breath, and pressed 
the release button. A reversal of sound, a burst of ectoplasmic light, and a spectral figure fizzling 
into view, a ghost sporting glitzy locks and stylish monochrome threads, a boy of indiscernible age 
who was usually so sprightly and poised with playful cockiness but now lay limp and unconscious 
before her. 


It really was him. He really was here. 


She combed her fingers through his hair. Chilled and gossamery strands twisting in tangle-free 
succession around her skin, just as she remembered it feeling only a week before when she had him 
trapped at gunpoint. 


She worked quickly. She had to get everything done before he woke. The solution still coursing 
through him, the Fenton Ghost Solidifier, would continue to prevent him from turning invisible or 
intangible and discharging any ectoplasmic rays. But his most devastating power, his ghostly wail, 
required no spectral change in his molecules and could still be used in defense. She could easily 
muffle it with a gag, but that would just impede her research. She wanted him to answer her 
questions, wanted to get an accurate read of his reactions during procedures. 


Her hand moved to the zipper of his suit. She latched on it for longer than she meant to, precious 
time ticking away, then pulled it down just low enough to expose the side of his neck. The pulses 
beneath his glowing skin looked so human, so healthy, throbbing with ectoplasm she could claw at 
right now. There was nothing to stop her. 


She affixed an electrical appliance to his neck right up against his larynx, calibrated it and switched 
on its maximum setting to partially numb his vocal folds. No destructive wailing without adequate 
vocal power to support it. 


The solidifying serum in his ectoplasm would last a few more hours, but she was not sure how long 
she'd be leaving him alone here. She of course planned on shackling him with anti-ghost material 
that would prevent him from breaking free, but it was always better to play it safe, especially when 
it came to him. She could take no chances with Phantom, not when it took her this long to finally 
capture him. 


She examined the compressor she had thrown around his ankle to neutralize his anti-gravity and 
flight abilities. Probably best to keep it on to prevent him from hovering. 


Her eyes moved to his other ankle. She nodded to herself before grabbing a pair of heavy-duty 
scissors designed to cut through spectral material. 


She bunched up the fabric around his left leg and poked a blade through it, taking great care not to 


nick him. There'd be plenty of time for that later, plenty of time while he was awake. She cut 
through the suit right at the divide between the black and white sections, sliced it all the way. She 
slid the white section a fair way toward his ankle, stroked the pearly hair standing on end all along 
his leg, admired the glowing vessels spidering under his skin. 


She wanted to knife them all open now, watch his ectoplasm drip across him and pool onto the 
table. 


But instead, she placed another device against his skin, inserted its needle into a vein to release a 
steady flow of the solidifying solution into his bloodstream. Now it didn't matter how long she was 
gone. He'd remain powerless. 


She pulled the fabric of his suit back over the device and checked him over one final time. He was 
ready to be torn into. And she was so ready to tear him up. But she had to wait. It wasn't time just 
yet. 


She pulled his zipper all the way up his neck, hiding the paralyzing device on his neck. 


She'd pull it in the other direction soon enough. She had waited this long. What was just another 
few hours? 


She hauled him off the table over her shoulder and brought him to one of the lab walls, propping 
him against it with a grunt. She had considered keeping him in a containment chamber, but 
something about that wasn't degrading enough. She wanted Phantom to feel like a prisoner, not just 
a specimen. 


This idea was so much better. 


She secured his wrists and legs into anti-ghost shackles fixed into the wall behind him. She 
adjusted the length of each, too little for him to relax on the floor, not enough for him to ever lower 
his arms. He could either stand or kneel. That was all the range of movement she'd grant him. 


It was more than he deserved. He should be grateful she was allowing him this much range at all. 


She stepped back to take in the full sight. A dangling marionette, arms hanging limp and chin 
dropped to his chest. 


His hand twitched. Maddie quickly stepped out of sight. For now. She'd let him wake up alone, 
watch him react to his isolation and confinement. And then she'd make her presence known. 


He remained lifeless for several more minutes, twinges jolting various limbs every now and then. 
His head then lifted, his eyes partly open as he scanned the lab. He winced, swallowed, attempted 
to move his arms, looked back at the restraints keeping his arms above him. 


That look in his eyes, numbed stupor, dazed fatigue. Maddie smiled to herself, imagined just what 
was going through that dizzy head of his. Wondering where he was? Wondering where she was? 


He'd find out soon enough. She certainly didn't plan on keeping him all alone in the dark for long. 


His head fell forward with a drugged heaviness. He stayed completely still, as unmoving as before 
when he was unconscious. Some sort of ploy? Or was he simply resigned to his fate? 


She stepped into his line of sight at last, slowly approaching him with even steps. He wearily lifted 
his head once she stopped walking. She studied him intently with crossed arms. He only stared 
back at her with a somber poker face, his eyes shifting in and out of focus. 


"You had this coming, Phantom," she told him darkly. "You may have everyone else fooled, but 
you're still only a ghost." 


His muscular definition ebbed and knotted beneath his suit. 
"And you're mine now." 


Phantom blinked once, slowly. "Congratulations," he said in a voice so thick and hoarse that he 
choked on the final syllable, coughing and swallowing, his neck noticeably straining. A perfectly 
delightful thrum of discomfort that indicated everything was still in her control. 


She smugly tightened her arms against herself. "How's your throat? A little sore?" 
He said nothing, didn't even move. 


"That device on your neck partially paralyzes your vocal folds," Maddie explained to him though 
he continued to not react. "Can't have you using that ghostly wail of yours." 


She moved closer to him, looked down at him on his knees, gently cupped his cold face with one 
hand. She imagined him stretched out on a table with barely room to even flinch. 


"I expect you'll be screaming a lot, after all." 


He remained unresponsive and motionless, his expression void, his focus diverged. He showed no 
indication that he was even aware she was touching him. 


But he knew. And she was sure his powerlessness was breaking him up inside. 


She gripped his chin and lifted his head so she could see him more fully. His brilliant eyes stayed 
lidded and directed into the distance, not looking at her at all. 


Right in her grasp, right at her fingertips. Close enough to touch, to grope, to molest. 
Anytime and anywhere she wanted. 

And all he could ever do was just take it. 

She caressed his jaw, his cheek, passed a thumb over his brow. But still he didn't react. 
No matter. He knew what their arrangement was. He'd be responsive soon enough. 


But for now, she had to leave him alone. Perhaps the totality of his defeat and capture would sink 
in during her absence. 


"Well," she said quietly, wistfully. "As much as I'd love to stay here and begin working on you, I 
have to find my son." She broke contact with his skin and immediately missed the cool feel of him. 
She walked to the main operating table and picked up her utility belt, reattaching it to her hips. 
"But I'll be back." 


Don't you worry, Phantom. I won't ever leave you. 


She took her goggles off her head to clean them and smooth back her hair. She picked up her gun 
and inspected it, checked that it was still adequately charged. 


"Your son." 


His voice was raspy and stressed. Maddie turned to him with a frown. If she had wanted to predict 
what his next words to her would be, she would've never guessed those. 


"Yes," she said carefully, not sure why this would be the topic he chose to finally engage in. "My 


" 


son. 


She watched in baffled bewilderment as he raised himself from off his knees to a standing position, 
first one leg, then the other. His legs shook but otherwise held him up. His elbows lowered until 
they were just below his shoulder line, but his restraints kept his hands aligned with his ears. 


"You say you have to find him," said Phantom. "Is he missing?" 


Maddie narrowed her eyes at him fiercely. How dare he talk about her son with such casual 
intonation, as if he was merely curious. How dare he talk about her son at all. 


But she had to keep control of her temper. Last time she had let her anger take over, she became 
careless and allowed him to escape. She wouldn't let that happen this time. 


"Do you know something, Phantom?" she asked sternly. 


His face finally changed to show expression. His lips tugged into the most infuriating smirk, 
irritatingly small and cocky. "I know you're not going to find him." 


Maddie pursed her lips, exhaled through flaring nostrils. 
"He's gone. And you'll never find him." 


She recalled how Phantom had insisted he had interacted with Danny before, just a week ago when 
she had him cornered in that alley. Her blood rippled with the memory, convincing her brain that he 
once again had something to do with Danny's disappearance. 


She stomped up to him with such speed and intensity that he reflexively pressed himself to the wall 
behind him, his arrogance temporarily vanishing into mild surprise. 


"What do you know, Phantom?" she spat. "Tell me now. Tell me where he is." 


"I have no idea where he is," said Phantom, his expression once again void. "But he ran away, 
didn't he?" 


Maddie's balance faltered. 


All she wanted to do was help Danny. All she wanted was for him to tell her what was wrong so 
she could help him. 


God damn it! He had shouted at her just hours ago in their kitchen. J am not one of your research 
experiments! I am not something for you to study and hypothesize and test! 


Danny didn't really think she saw him that way, did he? It's just he wasn't talking to her on his own, 
so she had to figure him out somehow. 


Can't you just leave me alone? 


How could he ask such a thing of her? He was her child! She could never just leave him all alone 
to fend for himself, not when he was so obviously struggling and troubled. 


Can't you just let me have my secrets? 


Letting him have his secrets had brought them to this point. Now Danny was gone, had run off with 
who knew how many secrets torturing him and keeping him away from her. 


"He did," confirmed Phantom coolly. "But he didn't just run away. He ran away from you." 
Her lips curled, tears bristling at the edges of her eyes. 

What if you're the one hurting me? 

Did he think she was hurting him? 


He would so often pull away from her over the past week, didn't seem to want her touching him at 
all, wouldn't tell her he loved her when she expressed her love for him. 


And when she had moved toward him, he backed away and bolted out of sight, out of the house. 
Away from her. 

She turned her head. She couldn't let Phantom see her cry, couldn't let him see any weakness. 
"You'll never find him," Phantom asserted. "Because he doesn't want you to find him." 


A snap, a flare. She raised a hand to strike him, smack him right across his face as hard as she 
possibly could. His eyes screwed shut in a vain attempt to brace himself. 


She imagined hitting him so hard his skin broke, spectral capillaries in his nose shattering, 
ectoplasm speckling her hand and trailing down his neck. 


But she couldn't ruin him now. She couldn't break her toy just yet. She wanted him unharmed and 
whole for later. It wasn't the time to wreck that pretty face of his. 


She lowered her arm, her whole body quivering. 


"I'm going out to look for him," she said definitively, her voice shaking just as much as the rest of 
her. "I'll be back to deal with you later." She pointed an aggressive finger at him. "And for your 
sake, you better pray that I find him." 


She turned to leave, but he once again insisted on pissing her off. 
He chuckled. Phantom actually decided to deliberately mock her by chuckling. 


"Pray to who?" he asked with such an impertinent sparkle in his radioactive leer. "God? The same 
God who allowed this to happen? The same God who wanted you to have me?" He looked up at 
the ceiling with a mirthless grin. "I'm pretty sure God doesn't give a fuck about me." 


If he seriously thought she was going to let him have the last word, he was gravely mistaken. There 
was no winning for him. There was no small victory he could gain over her. 


She was his captor and owner. And she'd see to it that he learned to fear her. 


She grabbed his suit collar and yanked him as far forward as she could against his restraints. His 
neck snapped back in response, his self-assured smirk disappearing immediately. She snarled in his 
face, stared right into his eyes framed by long silvery lashes, eyes so bright they blistered her own. 
When their intense luminosity started raising tears in her vision, she focused on the lower part of 
his face: the shimmery green flush painted across his nose and cheeks, the paling texture of his 
lips, lips so close to hers she could pick up on their oscillating tremors. 


"As you'll soon find out," she said evenly, her words passing directly into his slightly open mouth, 
"I give even less of one." 


She shoved the ghost into the wall behind him and stormed off before he could possibly muster the 
nerve to say anything more. She turned off all the lights, darkened the entire room, exited and 
slammed the heavy door leading into the lab shut. 


Outside, her breathing was scratching and raw. She leaned back against the closed door and gazed 
up at the stars. 


Was Danny looking at the stars, too? 

She straightened up and turned her head slightly back toward the locked lab. 

Was Phantom still standing? Or was he back on his knees? 

It didn't matter. He would be waiting for her when she returned. Right now, she had to find her son. 
You'll never find him. 

She walked to her car, allowed her tears to freely trickle down her face and under her chin. 
Because he doesn't want you to find him. 

No. Phantom didn't know a thing about her son. He just wanted to hurt her. 

Maybe Danny was already home. Maybe he was waiting for her to return. 


And if he wasn't, she would never stop looking for him. 


Chapter End Notes 


If you want to read this chapter from Danny's point of view, check out chapter 20 of 
the original fic, Disparaged. 


where were you? 


Where were you? 


She looked in and out and down and all around but never up because he definitely couldn't be in 
that direction. 


He really liked his mattress. Such a nice firmness, so comfortable after a rough night that ravished 
his body and bruised his skin. 


But he still had homework to do. School. He had to go to school. Couldn't be late. Couldn't get 
suspended. 


School meant seeing Sam. Seeing her pretty eyes, her magnetic smile. 
Those lips of hers, looking so soft— 


A spasm in his arm brought his focus back. Danny gasped out with a forward lurch, but his 
restraints prevented him from getting too far. Still here. Still in this strange lab. Still chained up to 
a wall. Exactly where his mother had left him. 


No, not where his mother had left him. She wasn't his mother. Whoever she was. The scientist. 


The lab was dark. Only his dim glow served as a source of light, preventing him from seeing too 
much beyond his position. He wearily studied his one arm, then the other. Both were trembling 
and aching. Begging to be lowered, begging for relief from this fatigue. With a groan, he raised 
himself to a standing position, knee joints jerking and shins shaking. Ectoplasmic flow to his arms 
improved, but they were still much too high. 


He attempted to turn intangible, invisible, human. Attempted to summon an ectoplasmic blast to 
break through the restraints. No response. Nothing. His molecules continued to betray him. 


And his arms continued to really hurt. 


He would down a whole bottle of painkillers just to make this go away. He no longer cared if he 
was addicted or not. All of his stresses this past week, all of the fretting and therapy and arguments 
with his mother, that all seemed so stupid now. None of it mattered at all when this was the end 
result. 


He tried accessing his anti-gravity core. It refused to activate. He looked down at his ankle. That 
weighted band his moth—the SCIENTIST had thrown at him was still there, the band that had 
effectively shut down his flight abilities when he had been trying to get away from her. 


And his other ankle. There was a pain on his other ankle he was only now just noticing. Under his 
suit. No way to reach it with his hands and examine it. He used his other boot to wrap around his 
ankle and kick at whatever was causing him pain. There was something there, all right. What was 
it? Whatever it was, it stung. He kicked at it as hard as he could, but the unknown device stayed in 
place. 


His arms spasmed again, reclaiming his attention. He jumped as high as he could, tried desperately 
to somehow activate his anti-gravity core. The weight brought him back down immediately. 


He pulled against his restraints, flailed and snapped and wrenched. Their anti-ghost metal ground 
into his skin beneath his suit, chafing and rubbing it raw. He cried, yelled, screamed, the device on 
his neck clamping on his vocal cords and stifling any destructive sound waves. 


Then he fell silent, immobile. 

His arms wailed and throbbed. His neck cramped and tensed. 

Nothing changed. His chains were still bolted securely to the wall behind him. He was still here. 
He couldn't leave. 

All he could do was wait for her to return. 

Wait for her to...to... 

He didn't want to think about what she'd do when she came back. 

What she would do to... 

What she would do to...him— 


What she would do to him because she didn't see him as anything other than a specimen and 
artificial being with artificial feelings and artificial pain. 


His cries and screams of agony would never touch on any of her sympathy because she would 
disregard them as counterfeit, nothing more than a ghost's pitiful attempt to appear human in order 
to manipulate her. He couldn't actually feel anguish, could only pretend to feel it. Let him pretend 
if it was his survival instinct. Let him pretend if he thought it might change her mind. She'd only 
enjoy watching him beg. 


He was trapped. He was her prisoner. She was going to do as she pleased with him, and there was 
nothing he could do to stop her. 


Except... 
He could tell her. 
He could tell her who he really was. 


But he had no power to change back. He was stuck in ghost form. He would have no way to prove 
it to her. Even if he tried spouting family secrets and personal revelations that only her son could 
possibly know, would she believe him? She was already convinced that ghosts were deceptive and 
did whatever they could to manipulate others. She would probably just accuse him of spying on her 
family, accuse him of stalking her son just so he could try to sell this insane story to her and 
persuade her to let him have his powers back so he could "prove" it to her and then escape instead. 


He knew his mom too well. She wouldn't believe him. She would think he was just trying to trick 
her because that's just what ghosts did. 


But... 
What if she did believe him? 


What if she believed him but... 


...just didn't care? 
I'm your son. Please don't do this. 


She'd press a hand to his forehead, push his bangs back so that she could study his face in its 
entirety. 


Oh, I see it now. You are my son. 

His chest would swell with hope. 

But you're still a ghost. 

She'd take her hand away and press a knife against him and through him— 
His breath hitched and his body crumpled as low as his chains would allow. 
How long had he been here? 

How much longer would it be until she returned? 


This all seemed rather surreal, like he was soft-locked in some sort of video game and completely 
unable to progress without resetting and starting all over. 


But there was no way to reach the reset button here. 
And this game would only progress once she respawned. 


But until that moment, there was no hastening or side missions. He could only wait alone with his 
thoughts. Even if he could somehow calm his mind enough to sleep, he couldn't possibly get into a 
comfortable enough position to do so with these restraints. 


His muscles and joints were locking and shivering and cramping, begging for relief, anything, 
everything. 


Hydrocodone sounded so good right now. Just one pill. Or two. 
Why had he surrendered his stash of narcotic painkillers to Jazz? 


Why did that matter? Even if he hadn't, he still wouldn't have any right now God damn it he was 
just so stupid sometimes. 


He closed his eyes and tried to visualize something he could put all of his focus on, a rolling ocean, 
a sparkling star... 


Sam... 

Did she know he was gone yet? Was it morning? Or was it still dark outside? 
Thinking about Sam only stirred up emotion. He needed neutrality to pass this time. 
A rushing river. 

Curling clouds. 


Streetlamps dying and shutting off. 


A flickering flame 
(bit by bit flashes of his reality to be suffocated) 
burning all this away. 


A loud scraping sound jolted his whole body, restarted the horrible clenching pain in his raised 
arms. More scraping from somewhere behind him, a door opening. Or he assumed it was a door. 
He couldn't actually see where the noise was coming from. 


She appeared in his field of vision. The scientist. Remaining on his knees on the floor, Danny 
didn't meet her gaze. She was dressed in her normal jumpsuit, hood pulled tight over her head, 
orange-tinted goggles resting above her forehead. 


He so wished she'd secure the goggles over her eyes. Anything to help him pretend she was 
someone else entirely. 


She stood still for a long time, didn't say a word. She only stared at him. 


He had been resolved to say absolutely nothing, to not respond to anything she might say. But now 
in this eerie silent stare down, he fought back the strong impulse to say something, to fill this void 
with something. How long had he been here now? What time was it? What was she going to do to 
him? Why wasn't she doing anything yet? When was she going to do something? 


He looked down at the floor and pretended she wasn't there at all. She could do nothing for as long 
as she wanted. Not like he was in any hurry for her to talk to him or touch him or slice him open. 


In the meantime, he'd just do nothing, too. Not like he had any other choice. 


She quietly stepped toward him and placed slender gloved fingers under his chin, raising and tilting 
his head toward hers. 


"I was worried you wouldn't be here when I came back," she murmured. "I was worried that...I 
only dreamt that I finally captured you." 


Bent over slightly, she held his chin and turned his face to one side, then the other, studying him 
from all angles. Danny simply allowed her to move him like a doll, acting as nonchalant as 
possible. Openly defying her and futilely trying to wrench himself away would only delight her, 
inflate her ego and engorge her with even more power. No, he'd much rather pretend that she was 
only an irritant and not someone he feared or had any feelings about at all. 


Chest pounding erratically, he somehow managed to remain still. 


"But you really are here." Maddie stood and smiled with such joyous relief, such a genuine smile 
containing no malice or sinister motives at all. Appearing like a completely sane and normal 
human being who was happily observing the first snow of the season. "I was worried for nothing." 


Danny hated how happy she looked, how positively elated she was to be holding another living 
being in confinement like this. 


And how could she possibly be this happy? Didn't she still think her son was missing? She had 
gone out to search for him and obviously hadn't found him. Wasn't she at least worried about him? 


Or maybe his fear from earlier really was correct. Maybe she didn't care about him as her son at all. 
All she cared about was torturing her new prisoner. 


"You seem happy," he said slowly, breaking into a sudden coughing fit as the device on his neck 
buzzed against his bruised vocal cords. He had forgotten he was wearing it, had forgotten she had 
thought to cover all her bases. Not that he would've tried using his ghostly wail on her anyway. He 
could never bring himself to hurt her that lethally. 


Maddie preened. "Of course I'm happy. You're here. You're mine. This is what I've been working 
so hard for." 


"Does this mean you found your son?" 
Her smile immediately fell, her face drooping as if she had just suffered some serious stroke. 


Danny raised himself to a standing position, wincing at the pain in his knees as he forced them to 
straighten and support his weight. "You couldn't possibly be happy unless you found him, right?" 


Maddie turned from him and began prepping the operation table in the middle of the lab. 


"Oh, I see." Danny's voice croaked with a hoarse ache. "You didn't find him. But you're happy 
anyway. So I guess you don't really care about him at all, do you?" 


Maddie was on him again with breakneck speed, her hand against his throat as she slammed his 
head against the wall. 


"Do not mention my son in my presence again," she spat in his face. "Unless you know something 
about where he is, you will not talk about him here." 


Danny held silent eye contact with her, wondering if she could feel his pulse through the 
hammering artery in his neck. Her eyes were quickly filling with tears. Was she crying over the 
disappearance of her son? Or was his glowing gaze just too intense? 


She let him go. Danny gasped and let his head fall forward slightly. 


"Here, it's just you and me, Phantom." Maddie walked around the lab and opened various doors 
and cabinets, taking out tools and equipment and machines and scanners. "I highly suggest you 
don't even think about what's going on outside of here. It'll make it far easier for you to accept 
whatever happens to you here." 


She set some instruments on a stainless steel tray. Danny kept his head down, not wanting to even 
catch a glimpse of what tools she was planning to use. 


"And I'll do the same." She paused, looked ahead distantly, vacantly. "This is my escape. All that 
matters here is you and what I can learn from you." 


She was quiet and motionless. Danny tentatively raised his eyes to find her looking sadder than he 
had ever seen her look before. 


He turned his head away and shut his eyes tight. She resumed gathering her supplies, and he 
resolved to just listen and wait. 


Scraping, metal on metal. And then all movement and sound suddenly halted. Danny hesitantly 
opened his eyes to find her leaning over the observation table and staring at him. 


Almost as if she had no idea what she was really doing or what she even wanted to really do. 


But all this waiting around was starting to agitate him. The suspense, the unknown agenda. He 


knew it was going to happen sooner or later, so he just wanted to get it over with already. He'd 
rather just know what her plans were. Not knowing seemed far more agonizing. 


He knew in the back of his head that he was wrong, that the waiting was so much more preferable 
and he'd soon be regretting that he had ever wished her to go faster. But the front part of his head 
was irritable and impatient and didn't want her to know just how much dread and fear he was 
experiencing. 


"What?" he demanded. "What the hell are you waiting for?" 
She glowered at him. "Don't you dare talk to me like that." 
"Or what? You're gonna somehow make it worse for me?" 


He pulled against his restraints and chortled, expecting her to storm over to him, to once again grab 
him by the collar or shove him against the wall threateningly. But she stayed where she was. 


"You really don't want to test me, Phantom," she said calmly. "You really don't want to know the 
‘worst’ that I could do to you." 


Danny inhaled deeply but said nothing more. 
She at last approached him, standing with a loose fist against her chin, her lips pursed. 
"What?" he dared to ask as she once again decided to take her time. 


"Just wondering the best way to get you onto the table," she said nonchalantly. "Your powers are 
disabled, yes, but you are still bigger and stronger than I am. I don't think I could drag you over 
there without you putting up a really good fight." 


Danny smirked. "So true, Maddie. I'm not about to just /et you drag me anywhere." 
Her expression changed to one of warning. "Don't call me that." 
"Don't call you what? Maddie?" Danny gave her an innocent smile. "Is that not your name?" 


"Don't." Her volume raised. "You have no control here, Phantom. I'm not going to play any power 
games with you.” She fumbled with something attached to her belt. "And if you try to play any 
games with me, you will lose. So for your sake, I strongly suggest you just give up." 


"My sake, huh? So suddenly you're looking out for me?" 


"Not at all." Maddie completely detached the object from her belt, a Fenton Thermos. "Just some 
advice if you'd like things here to be a little easier for you." 


She pointed the Thermos at him. A bright flash, and then his vision blearily began to pop back into 
view. He blinked a few times as he tried to make sense of where he was now. The sight before him 
looked different. 


A ceiling? Yes, he was looking at a ceiling. 


And he was on his back, no longer chained to the wall, instead chained down to this table, his 
wrists slightly above his ears, his legs spread a comfortable distance. 


The first feeling was relief. His arms felt so much better, no longer aching from strained 
ectoplasmic flow. And his legs as well, no longer having to support his weight. It just felt so 


wonderful to lie down. 
But she was also here. Staring at him. His bristling nerves shook. 


And now she was touching him, running gloved fingers over his face and neck and chest and arms 
and thighs. And all he could do was let her. He was once again completely restrained, unable to 
shy away from her wandering hands. 


He could not win. The best he could do was not give her a response. Ignore her. Maybe then she'd 
get bored and give up and leave him alone. 


Her fingers roamed along his lower left leg. She continuously rubbed against it, poked at the fabric 
of his suit, pinched and stretched it. Danny raised his head to try to figure out just what the hell she 
was finding so damn intriguing in that area. 


"How is this possible?" she muttered to herself. 


She was still prodding relentlessly at his leg. Danny watched her for a moment longer before 
laying his head back down and staring up at the ceiling while she continued to be weirdly occupied 
with the suit fabric of his left leg. 


She moved. Her face was now in his line of vision. Danny gazed at her vacantly. 
"How is your suit intact again?" she asked him. 
Danny's brow creased. "My suit? What do you mean?" 


Maddie huffed. "I cut the pant leg of your suit while you were still unconscious last time I was 
here." She returned to his left leg and clutched at the fabric covering it. "And now it's all in one 
piece again as if I had never cut it at all. How is that possible?" 


"You cut it?" Danny lifted his head and stared at his leg, the prickling unknown pain he had felt 
earlier near his ankle returning immediately. "Now why would you do such a thing?" he asked 
playfully. 


She looked up at him again with that familiar scowling glare. Danny smirked in return. 


"I had to make sure that the Fenton Solidifier is always running through your system." She tapped 
a finger against the object he had felt attached to his leg earlier but was unable to kick off. "Can't 
have you regaining your powers." 


"Oh, that's what that is." Danny let his head once again fall back on the table. "I was wondering." 
"Answer my question, Phantom. How is your suit intact again?" 


"I dunno," hummed Danny nonchalantly. "This suit gets ripped or torn or destroyed all the time, 
but it somehow manages to repair itself." He gave the best shrug he could in his restrained position. 
"Stranger things have happened. My suit having its own weird ghostly mending abilities is not 
even on my list of things I care to figure out." 


"Well, it's certainly on mine. I'll definitely have to run some tests on it." She moved up to the top of 
the table again near his head and ran her fingers through his hair. "But you first, of course." 


Danny couldn't stop a blush from rising and God he hoped she couldn't tell. But this contact was so 
oddly motherly and she looked just like his mother in this instant and he hated this so much he 


hated her how dare she make him feel so conflicted and confused how dare she make him miss 
her. 


She pulled her goggles from off her head and fixed them over her eyes. The conflict abated. Now 
she definitely wasn't his mother at all, just a faceless scientist. 


Now maybe he could deal with whatever she was going to do next. 


She moved behind his head and shuffled some instruments around on the tray she had set up. She 
returned with a pair of heavy-duty scissors. Danny's eyes instantly settled on the sharp blades as 
her own gaze traveled up his body to the base of his neck. 


Her gloved fingers grasped at the zipper of his suit collar. Danny could feel another blush settling 
in his face, his arms automatically trying to move to stop her. 


"We're just going to start out easy, Phantom." She lowered the zipper down his torso. "We need 
some baseline vitals." She moved the now split fabric of his suit, pushing it aside to expose his 
chest. "You don't need to worry about anything right now. I'm not going to hurt you right now. In 
fact, I won't be hurting you much tonight at all." 


Danny furrowed his brow as she began cutting and slipping pieces of his suit away without 
removing his restraints. 


"And I'm not going to take all of this off. Just the top half. Nothing too invasive right now, okay?" 
His confusion only deepened. Why was she telling him this? Why was she trying to reassure him? 


His arms and chest and abdomen were laid bare. Maddie put the removed pieces of his suit on a 
counter before returning to him. She watched his rising and falling chest for some time before 
looking at his face. "How are you feeling right now?" 


Danny stared at her. "How am I feeling?" He crowed mirthlessly. "I feel great. Really, no other 
place I'd rather be than strapped down to this table." 


Maddie smiled at him. "I'm so glad you feel that way. There's no place I'd rather you be either." 


She patted his shoulder before moving behind him again. Danny worked on getting enough air into 
his lungs. Why did it feel as if he wasn't getting enough? Or as if he had to think to breathe, like his 
body had quit on him and was making him do everything on his own? 


She reappeared by his side, pulling up the instrument tray with her. He didn't dare look to see what 
was on it. 


"Don't worry,” she said. "I'm really not going to hurt you right now." 


She wrapped a cuff around his right upper arm, securing it with velcro before pressing a button on 
the device it was connected to. The cuff began tightening instantly amidst humming and whirring 
from the device. Danny kept his eyes up on the ceiling. 


The device signaled its job complete as the cuff loosened. Maddie observed the results on a screen. 
"You are nervous, aren't you?" she asked him as she scribbled something down on a notepad. 
Danny did not reply. 


"I need you to be as calm as possible. Remember, I'm not going to hurt you right now. You'll be 


fine tonight." 


Oh, was that why she was trying to be so reassuring? Because she wanted to get some readings 
while he was calm? Was she planning on comparing them to later when she was burning off his 
skin or cutting open his neck? 


"I see." His mouth curved in a snarky smile. "You need me to be calm. And you're just expecting 
me to do whatever you tell me to do, are you?" 


"Well, if you want this to be as easy for you as possible, yes, I would highly recommend that." She 
placed a couple fingers against the artery in his wrist. 


"Easy as possible for me? Really?" Danny rolled his eyes. 


"Don't be rude, Phantom," reprimanded Maddie. "Just trust me when I say that I can make things 
much worse for you depending on how well you behave." She checked the time on her watch. 
"Now hush. I need to measure your pulse." 


"Oh, so I shouldn't distract you? Or move my arm?" 

Danny jerked his wrist, causing her hold to slip. Maddie lightly slapped his face. 
"You don't want to do this, Phantom," she said sharply. "You really, really don't." 
"Don't tell me what I don't want to do," he shot back. 


"I swear to God, I will inject you with a muscle relaxant. Then you won't be able to move at all. 
Not even breathe on your own. And so I'd have to shove a tube down your throat so you don't die 
on me. Really not what I want to do right now, but is that what you want, Phantom? Because it 
seems to me that you're begging for it right now." 


Danny glared at her but said nothing. Her fingers were against his artery again. Muscles in his head 
clenched as he kept his arm relaxed and still. 


"Try to calm down," she said. "I think you're angry right now." 


He so wanted to snap at her, but he instead drew in a shaky breath and turned his head away from 
her completely as her fingers stayed pressed against his wrist. Damn right he was angry and 
agitated and frustrated and just why was this happening to him how had he let this happen why 
couldn't this somehow just be one of his nightmares again why did this have to be real? 


He shut his eyes and focused on breathing. Her fingers were still against his skin. He waited and 
waited and waited for her to release him as he tried to just forget that he was here at all. 


She finally let go. "Good. Took a while, but I think I got a good enough reading. I can't expect you 
to be perfectly calm, I suppose." 


Danny opened his eyes, temple muscles tightening and veins swelling as he stared across the room 
at the wall while listening to her grab whatever it was she planned on using next. 


She shoved something into his ear. Danny immediately jerked his head away. Maddie pinned the 
side of his face down to the table. 


"I'm just taking your temperature," she informed him coolly. "Not the most accurate way, of 
course, but I'm not doing anything invasive tonight. So again, just relax, Phantom." 


The thermometer was placed in his ear again. She studied the results on the instrument and made a 
small clicking sound with her tongue. 


"You're quite a bit warmer than most ghosts." She looked down at him with a frown. "Most ghosts 
average about eight degrees Celsius. You're almost fifteen degrees. Why are you so much 
warmer?" 


Danny gave an apathetic shrug because he quite honestly didn't know and more importantly didn't 
care. He didn't even know what the hell fifteen degrees Celsius meant. He couldn't remember how 
to convert that to Fahrenheit because he was just that stupid and terrible in school but now all of 
that homework and studying had been completely pointless because he was going to die in this lab. 
He was never going to return to class or graduate. His whole life had been meaningless, a huge 
waste of everyone's time. 


"You're different." Maddie set the thermometer back on the tray and wrote down some notes. "This 
is why you're here, though. This is why I've been needing you. You're not like other ghosts. You 
must be some sort of special link. You must have the answers to my unanswered questions." 


Danny said nothing. He really wished she'd stop talking to him already. 


More small tests, more devices pressed to his skin or placed on his finger. Danny stayed 
motionless and allowed her to do whatever she wanted. Not like he could stop her anyway. 


He gazed up at the ceiling, this completely foreign ceiling. 
"Where are we?" he asked quietly with little inflection. 
Maddie looked up from her notes. "Hmm?" 


"Where we are. This lab. Whose is it?" He turned his head to her. "This is not your lab at Fenton 
Works." 


Maddie narrowed her eyes. "You know my lab that well, do you? Just how long have you been 
sneaking into my house, Phantom? Stealing my supplies, tampering with my equipment and 
scanners. I was wondering who'd been getting into my lab and screwing around with things, but the 
video surveillance had always been erased." 


Danny said nothing. 


"But it was you, wasn't it? This whole time. I should've guessed. This is why my scanners don't 
pick up your ecto-signature, isn't it? This is why so many of my Thermoses are missing. Or why 
one tube containing the cancelling agent for the Fenton Solidifier was missing. It's always been 


you. 
Danny still said nothing. 


"But you're right." Maddie gestured to their surroundings. "This is not my lab. We're nowhere near 
Fenton Works. We're not even in Amity Park anymore." She hastily scrawled some notes as she 
spoke. "This lab actually belongs to...well, I don't know if I'd call him a friend. We certainly used 
to be friends, but things have been strained between us. But he has graciously allowed me the use 
of this private lab, so I guess I shouldn't be so hard on him." 


Nothing but the sound of pen scribblings for a while. Danny's eyebrows lowered in thought. 


"Vlad Masters?" he finally asked, his vocal cords spasming with pain from the paralyzing device 


affixed to his neck. 
Maddie eyed him suspiciously. "How do you know that?" 
Danny kept his gaze directed at the ceiling. 


"Is it just me you spy on?" asked Maddie with slightly raised volume. "Or do you spy on everyone 
in our town? Gleaning information so you can use it to manipulate us? Play on our emotions?" 


"I don't spy on anyone." 
"Then how could you possibly guess that I was talking about Vlad Masters?" 
He opened his mouth a couple times to respond but eventually gave up and only shook his head. 


"I suppose it's not entirely your fault, is it?" Maddie pursed her lips as she looked down at her 
notes. "You're compelled to do whatever you can to satisfy your ghost obsession. You literally 
can't stop yourself from doing whatever it takes." She set her notepad on the tray. "And I suppose 
that entails spying on people, perhaps especially on people like me who are a direct threat to you." 


Danny did not move or speak. No use. Anything he said would never convince her otherwise. 


She picked up a stethoscope and stuck the tubes into her ears. She leaned over him and gently 
placed the diaphragm of the device against his chest, pressing it to different parts of his bare skin. 
One hand guided the bell of the stethoscope, the other trailed absently over his upper body. 


Such gentle movements, such delicate caresses that felt almost soothing. Danny wanted to close his 
eyes to try to drown all this out and yet he had to keep them open or else he'd start confusing this 
woman and her comforting touches with his mother and he just couldn't have that. 


He kept his eyes open but tried to focus on nothing, blur the lights and her face by diverging his 
focus. 


The metal of the stethoscope felt cold. His body felt cold. Strange since he never usually felt cold 
in ghost form. Shivery quakes seized his arms and chest. He attempted to control them, to 
physically still them. 


"Take a deep breath, Phantom," said Maddie quietly. 
He blinked and allowed his focus to converge on her face still covered with goggles. 
"Deep breath, come on," she ordered again more firmly, pressing the stethoscope into his skin. 


He paused a moment more before drawing in a breath that shook his lungs so deeply his eyes 
actually teared up. But that was okay. It just made things blurry and that was just fine. 


"Another deep breath." She moved the metal diaphragm to another part of his chest. 


He obeyed. For himself, not for her. He had already been feeling like he wasn't getting enough air 
anyway. He opened his mouth slightly and inhaled, gasping audibly with the effort, a couple tears 
breaking free and traveling down his face onto the table. 


The stethoscope diaphragm remained pressed to him a little longer, then Maddie moved it away. 
She studied his face in silence for some time before gently brushing his tears away with a couple 
gloved fingers. 


"You are really afraid, aren't you?" she murmured. 
Danny stared at the ceiling. 


"Or I should say..." She set the stethoscope back on the tray. "You're very good at displaying fear. 
Very nice imitation, Phantom." 


His veins prickled with heat. He shot an incredulous glare in her direction. Maddie caught his look 
and smiled. 


"Well, isn't that what you want to hear?" she asked him flippantly. "Hasn't it been your goal to win 
the people of our town over? To convince all of us you're as human as we are?" She shrugged. "I'm 
just letting you know that your displays of emotion are very authentic. It's quite a compliment for a 
ghost. I've never seen any other ghost portray emotion so well." 


Danny grimaced and turned his attention back to the ceiling. 


"But it won't work," said Maddie. "I'm not going to stop what I'm doing just because you're so good 
at acting afraid." 


She leaned over him again, this time with a surgical lancet in her hand. Danny's heart lurched at the 
sight, but he managed to let it manifest with only a twitch in his arms and shoulders. She moved the 
blade toward his hand. 


"What are you doing?” he demanded in a voice that still managed to sound shrill despite the vocal 
paralyzer on his neck. He jerked his hand enough to make her pause. 


"The last thing I'm doing tonight," said Maddie calmly. "I need to get an idea of your healing 
abilities." 


Danny didn't have long to stare at her before her knife successfully dug into his right palm and split 
it deeply, ectoplasm quickly rising and trickling down his hand. He cried out as his hand spasmed. 
Unsure whether to clench it or stretch it out, no idea what motion on his part could possibly 
alleviate this pain. 


"What the hell?" he snapped. "You said you wouldn't hurt me tonight!" 
"If you were listening, I said I wouldn't hurt you much tonight." 


Danny balked at her gall, as if he was supposed to just be okay with this because she had warned 
him and he just hadn't been paying close enough attention. 


"And this isn't much to you?" He flailed his oozing palm, flinging drops of ectoplasm onto his 
cheek. 


"Not at all." She made another cut in his forearm, one that thankfully wasn't quite so deep and 
didn't hurt as much. "I've injected you with a new strain of the Fenton Solidifier. This one inhibits 
all ghostly molecular changes except for your enhanced ability to heal. But I want to see if it works 
before I do anything to you that might be irreversible." 


She pressed the knife into his shoulder and sank it in hard. Danny stifled a gasp but could not stop 
his eyes from tearing up. He caught sight of a smirk tugging at Maddie's mouth, which only misted 
his eyes more. 


"I really don't want to be breaking you too soon, after all," she said in a low voice. "So I'm just 


going to try out a variety of incisions here and see how well they heal by tomorrow. That will help 
me work out a plan for what to do with you next." 


The injurious incisions continued, nicking his skin and drawing out ectoplasm, slitting his nerve 
endings and rattling them with pain. Danny shut his eyes tight as she carved into the other side of 
his arm and down his side. His clenched teeth and firmly pressed lips betrayed him over and over, 
letting out small whines and hisses of weakness. 


She finally stopped. Danny lifted his head and tentatively opened his clouded eyes to see her 
walking over to the other side of the table. He let his head fall back in disbelieving dread. Wasn't 
one side of him enough for her to get an idea of his healing abilities? 


His breaths were coming short and fast. His lungs never seemed full enough. 


"Why do you keep trying, Phantom?" asked Maddie as she pierced the anti-ghost blade into his left 
side, drawing another cry from his aching throat. "Why do you keep trying to display this emotion 
for me? I already told you it won't work." 


The blade moved up his side, gashing a new reservoir of ectoplasm. He was feeling dizzy despite 
lying down. 


"You may be used to manipulating others into doing whatever you want with your teenage heart 
throb charm and those expressive eyes, but your ghost tricks won't work on me." 


Adrenaline came in a quick rush, dulling his pain but causing the incisions to overflow with 
spectral fluid. 


"I know you're trying your hardest to make me feel sorry for you." Maddie made another nick near 
his collarbone. "You're trying to tap into my motherly nurturing side so that I'll maybe let you go. 
But your whimpering and crying isn't going to make me stop." 


Another incision. This one really stung, burned even. But rather than yelp, he clenched his jaw and 
glared at her, causing her to momentarily pause and stare back at him. 


"Your motherly nurturing side," he gasped out dryly. "You really think you have one? Are you 
motherly and nurturing with your family? Your son?" 


Maddie's eyes flashed, but Danny was only emboldened to continue. 


"Is that why he ran away from you? Because you were just so loving and nurturing to him? Is that 
why you still haven't found him?" 


"I told you not to talk about my son." 


"Is this how you were with him? Is this what you'd say to him? That you don't want to hear his 
crying? That his objections won't stop you or change your mind?" 


"Phantom—" 


"That he can't win with you so he might as well not even try? That you have the final word on 
everything and he has to surrender to you because you're in charge?" 


She cut his arm so deeply that it was more like a stab. But he just couldn't shut up. 
He wouldn't shut up. 


"That he can't keep any secrets from you?" he blurted in a delirious rage. "That it's your job to 
figure out his secrets? Your obligation to him as a parent?" 


His head was swimming. Strange glows danced in his murky vision. 
"Just like it's your obligation as a scientist to discover my secrets, right?" 


Was his body floating? Had he managed to engage his anti-gravity core? No, wait, he could still 
feel the table under him. 


She split his left palm open. Pressure pushed hard behind his eyes in response, attacking them with 
tears he couldn't hold back, tears that quickly fell down his face and filled his ear. 


"Was that all he was to you, too?" His mouth filled with saliva. He swallowed it down past sore 
glands. "Just a research experiment for you to interrogate and figure out?" 


"Don't." Maddie's voice shook. "Don't say anything else, Phantom. I won't tell you again." 


"Or what?" Danny tipped his head to get the moisture out of his ear. "What will you do to me if I 
disobey? Cut me open? Keep me locked up?" 


He clenched his hand, ectoplasm weeping from the fresh gash between his fingers. 


"Is that what you did to him? Made him your own prisoner? Forced him into obedience under threat 
of punishment?" 


Her goggles were directed right at his face, the surgical lancet still wielded in her hand. The final 
moments he had with his mother as himself played through his mind. 


The last thing he had said to her before he ran out of the house. 
What if you're the one hurting me? 
If he had to hurt, she had to hurt right along with him. It was only fair. 


"That's why he's gone," said Danny. "That's why he ran away from you. So that you couldn't hurt 
him anymore." 


She bolted, hovering directly over his face, the tip of her lancet pointed directly at his left eye, so 
close he could not even focus on it properly. He tried to back away, tried to blink and shut his eye 
to somehow stop the knife point from getting any closer. 


"I said I wouldn't hurt you much tonight," said Maddie amidst shaky panting. "I said that. And I 
meant it. But I will not tolerate this blatant disrespect." 


She moved the lancet over his face, the bladed point hovering just above his skin, eliciting 
uncontrollable winces from Danny. He stayed completely still as the sharp edge brushed his 
eyebrow and temple and upper lip. 


"IT am a mother, Phantom," said Maddie a little more calmly. "And as a mother, I must address 
misbehavior. If you insist on misbehaving, then I will punish you. And I have to show you from 
the very beginning that I mean it." 


The blade passed close to his left eye again, causing it to water and rapidly blink in response. 


"Your actions have consequences," Maddie continued. "Your time here will be unpleasant no 


matter what—I will not lie to you—but just how unpleasant is up to you." 


The knife swept through his hairline and along his ear and down his jaw and up his chin and along 
the bridge of his nose before settling once again right at his left eye. He trembled and tried to recoil 
with nowhere to go, his lashes fluttering violently, torn between shutting his eye in protection and 
keeping it open so he could keep track of the blade tip. 


"Interesting," murmured Maddie. "Most ghosts don't react this way. Even when their powers are 
disabled, they do not have this reflexive instinct to protect their eyes. With their natural ability to 
turn intangible and their virtual invincibility, they just don't need it." 


She swiveled the blade directly above his cornea between his lashes. Danny continued to keep 
completely still, locked in place. 


"But you. Your reaction. It's fascinating. You really are so humanlike. We humans respond very 
adversely to things getting too close to our eyes as well." 


She placed a hand on his face and pinned him down. Lancet still poised in her other hand, she used 
her fingers to press against his left eye and pry it open. 


"This is your own fault, Phantom." 
As her knife approached his eye, Danny could hear nothing but rushing ectoplasm in his ears. 


This could not be real this could not be happening this could not actually be a real honest to God 
thing he was going through he was being subjected to being forced through taken through. 


A strike tore half his vision, darkening it immediately. Vibrations buzzed through his nerves, 
coiling in his chest and knotting tightly. 


His eye, the feel of its soft tissue rupturing and ripping apart, ectoplasmic fluid spraying and 
dripping, splattering onto her goggles and her gloved hand, surging down his face in a stream that 
drenched his cheek and jaw and neck and trickled into his mouth, coating his teeth with a slimy 
film and assaulting his tongue with acrid ice. 


The pain, the sickening burn centered in his eye, in front of it and behind it and completely around 
it. A sparking shock pulsated through his cornea and iris, pumping out ectoplasm in arrhythmic 
procession, thrusting in violent discharges and draining the socket dry. 


He was screaming. He could feel it shaking his vocal cords that throbbed and bobbed against the 
paralyzing device on his neck, the suppressed strains of his ghostly wail trapped in his searing 
throat. But he heard nothing. Everything was silenced, deafened. 


The lights above him were getting brighter and unfocused. And hotter. They were all blurring 
together and changing positions and coming closer and melting his quivering flesh. 


His veins were filling with a fever that circulated in erratic strokes. 

A seizure was pressing hard behind his left eye, about to pop it out altogether. 
The lights above were now fading, blacking out in fizzing sparks. 

A constant shrill ringing resounded in his ears. 


And he was sinking beneath the table but also floating toward the fading lights. 


this is your own fault 


The lights were back. The ringing was gone. All he could hear was the shuffling of Maddie's 
jumpsuit against the table as she poked and prodded at the wounds she had inflicted on the right 
side of his body. Wasn't she just on the other side of the table? When did she move? 


He blinked his unharmed eye a couple times. His left eye was stinging and blistering, as if 
something was lodged in it, something that he could not even try to blink away. He was unable to 
open that eye at all, forced to keep it screwed shut. 


He turned his head to spit out the lingering ectoplasm that had burst from his eye and traveled past 
his lips. But the sharp foul taste remained. He ran his tongue over his teeth, which felt slick with 
the caustic fluid still clinging to them. 


His throat ached even more now than it did before. He swallowed a few times to try to alleviate the 
pain or at least coat the sides of his sore airway with saliva. 


And her. 


There was something odd about the way Maddie was touching him. Danny weakly flopped his 
head over to see that she appeared to be cleaning and tending to the lacerations all along the right 
side of his body. 


"What are you doing now?" he moaned in a whisper. 


Maddie didn't even look at him as she continued to work without a pause. "I'm dressing your 
wounds on this side. Then I'll compare them to the undressed wounds on the other side. See if they 
heal differently or more quickly, more effectively." 


Danny made no reply, did not move his head again. He stared past her as she worked. 


She finished and took her tools and equipment out of sight behind him somewhere. Running water 
from a sink, cabinets opening and closing. Danny continued to stare ahead, relieved to finally not 
be the center of her attention. 


She drew close to him again, the sound of her footsteps causing his breath to catch and his body to 
stiffen. She held a wet towel and gently wiped away the spilled ectoplasm around his eye, on his 
cheek, in his ear, down his neck. Small circular motions, moderate pressure. Reminded him far too 
much of someone he didn't want to think about, another woman who used to clean his face so 
affectionately when he was smaller. 


She cleaned the table around him, spraying it with disinfectant and lifting his head to make sure 
she didn't miss a spot. Then she hovered over his face, staring down at him for some time. Her 
gloved fingers rested delicately on the side of his head near his wounded eye, turning him toward 
her a little more. She removed her goggles and placed them on top of her jumpsuit hood. Danny 
lowered his gaze. 


"IT really wasn't planning on doing this," she said. 


Her thumb softly passed over his eyelid that could only tremble in response, his broken eye 
swollen and tender behind it. 


"But I guess sometimes the best ideas are unplanned." She smiled down at him. "I'm really 
interested to see if you are able to heal this, Phantom." 


He refused to look at her, one eye completely useless, the other directed at the far wall. 


She broke contact with him, and then she was gone, the lights turning off and a door that he 
couldn't see audibly closing. His glow was once again his only source of light. 


She was gone. He was here. She was off to sleep in her own bed and be with her family while he 
had to be restrained to this table in all this pain with no way to dull it. 


Painkillers, narcotics, opioids, he wanted to down everything and never wake up. 


did I ever really leave? 


Did I ever really leave? 


He could never get away from her. Nowhere to go and everything to feel. 


The sun would not be rising for a few more hours. She had enough time to get some sleep before 
her husband and daughter woke. 


But how could she sleep when her son was still gone? 


Maddie entered the darkened house and shut the front door behind her as quietly as she could, 
praying that maybe Danny had come home while she was out, that maybe he had decided to return 
all on his own. 


The police were pretty convinced he'd come back eventually. She desperately wanted to believe 
that, too. 


She searched the whole house, hoping to find him somewhere, anywhere. She stood in his empty 
room, stared at his empty bed. 


Still gone. 


She was exhausted. She hadn't slept at all the previous night. If she wanted to have a clear mind to 
properly search for Danny, she simply had to get some sleep. 


She moved to the window and stared out at the night sky. She wondered if Danny was sleeping 
right at this moment. 


She hoped he was safe and comfortable. Wherever he was. 


Maddie slipped into bed beside her husband, not disturbing his sleep even a little. She had no idea 
how he could sleep so soundly when their son was still missing. 


The bed felt hard and cold. Her stomach was knotted tight. So exhausted and drained and yet sleep 
just wouldn't come to her. 


And thoughts of someone else kept trying to creep into her mind, someone strapped down to a 
table with nothing else to do but wait for her to return. His wintry hair tousled and his chest 
completely exposed just begging her to tear into it. 


No she wasn't allowed to think about Phantom now. This was the promise she had made to herself. 
When she was in Vlad's private lab, she had resolved to think about only Phantom and not her son. 
No stress, no worries, just her hard-earned prize. 


But when she was home, it was all about Danny. All about finding Danny. No Phantom. That had 
to be the trade-off. 


Maddie pulled her knees up close to her breast and nuzzled her face into her pillow, tears trickling 
and dampening the fabric. 


Until she found Danny, Phantom would have to be her only escape from this crushing loneliness. 


The hours passed. If she had managed to fall asleep at all, she wasn't sure. She couldn't remember 
any dreams. But the sky was lit again, and she couldn't waste any more time in bed regardless. She 
sat up and rubbed her eyes, trying to massage some energy into them. Had she even brushed her 
teeth or washed her face the night before? She couldn't recall. Probably not. 


She crept down the hall and stood outside Danny's room, peering in through the open door. Still 
empty. Still gone. 


"Mom?" 


Maddie stumbled a step at the sound of the voice. She turned around to find her daughter dressed 
in a nightgown and looking at her curiously. 


"You okay?" Jazz joined her by her side and looked into Danny's room. 
Maddie nodded and leaned against the door frame. 
"How long have you been standing here?" asked Jazz. 


Maddie studied the sky outside of Danny's window. It was suddenly much lighter than she 
remembered it being before. 


"T don't know," she murmured. 
They both remained quiet for some time. The normal sounds of the house became more noticeable. 


"Do you want me to stay home from school again?" asked Jazz quietly. "To help you look for 
Danny?" 


Maddie broke out of her trance. "No, you should go to school. But the police may be coming to talk 
to some of your teachers or classmates." She frowned. "Or at least, I hope they will." 


The police were not taking this as seriously as she wanted them to, as sheneeded them to. Her son 
was missing, her child was gone. And yes, they were supposedly working on locating him, but 
because he was only a runaway, they didn't seem particularly concerned. 


He'll come back, they kept telling her. They always do. We've seen this before. This is what overly 
dramatic kids like your son does. They storm off with heated flair but always eventually return. 
Your son is just a runaway, that's all. Don't worry so much. 


Runaway. They kept using that word. Almost like a pejorative label, as if he was just a degenerate 
teen who wasn't worth their time or resources. They had people who were actually missing that 
they still needed to find, after all. 


She had spent the entire day yesterday searching for him. Talking to the police, giving a report of 
everything leading up to him running off, gathering all his most recent photos, asking anyone and 
everyone if they had even the smallest idea of where he might be. 


Sam and Tucker seemed genuinely shocked at the news of his disappearance. Maddie had been so 
sure he was hiding out with one of them, but they both insisted that they did not where he was and 
appeared legitimately concerned and even alarmed. 


Where could he have possibly gone if he wasn't with his friends, though? Who else did he have to 
go to? Did he have other friends she didn't know about? 


Or was he alone on the streets somewhere in the next town over? 
Or had he gotten a ride with someone, a stranger who perhaps didn't have good intentions for him? 
What if the reason he hadn't come home yet was because he couldn't come home? 


God, she didn't want to think about that, didn't want to even entertain the thought that her boy was 
being held somewhere against his will. 


He had only been gone a little over thirty hours now. Still a relatively short amount of time. She 
could still be optimistic. 


She smiled at Jazz. "Well, I'm gonna go make breakfast. See you in a bit." 


She pushed past her daughter toward the stairs, keeping her smile plastered. Just one step at a time. 
First, make breakfast for her family. Then, see Jazz off for school. After that, shower and dress. 


Breakfast passed in a strange blur. She knew she had cooked bacon and eggs and yet couldn't 
remember actually doing it. And then Jazz was suddenly gone, but she didn't remember saying 
goodbye or hearing the sound of the front door closing. 


In the shower, she contemplated the next best thing to do. Call the police to ask for a status update? 
Or maybe call Vlad to see if he had found anything? Although surely he would've called her by 
now if he had come across some sort of clue. 


The day before had been nothing but interviews and reports and exhausting all possible resources 
and leads. After filing with the police, it wasn't long until she was standing in the mayor's office, 

the office of a man she knew far too well, a man who was completely in love with her and would 
of course do whatever he could to help her if he thought it would win her love. 


And as she had predicted, Vlad Masters was only too happy to see her. He had immediately stood 
from behind his desk when she walked in and practically ran to meet her. She almost felt guilty 
using his infatuation to her advantage. 


And considering she was also taking advantage of his private lab outside of town, she had to 
wonder if she did owe him something for his generosity. 


She proceeded to explain the situation to him, that Danny was missing and that she had already 
searched everywhere she could think of, that the police were not taking his disappearance seriously 
at all. Vlad listened to her story intently, nodding and asking thoughtful, clarifying questions 
throughout. 


"You have cameras set up around the town, don't you, Vlad?" she had asked him anxiously. 
"Well, yes," Vlad had confirmed, "but—" 


"Can you look through them? Or can I maybe look through them? Just for last night when he took 
off? Just to see if one of the cameras caught him?" 


"The cameras aren't set up everywhere," said Vlad somewhat apologetically. "I do not have them 
set up in private neighborhoods, for one. Just in public areas. And they have sensors that are only 
set to record when triggered by ecto-signatures. They're for watching ghosts, not humans." 


"But there could be something, right?" Maddie popped her knuckles. "Maybe Danny was caught 
on camera at the same time a ghost drifted by? Or..." She didn't want to mention the possibility 


that a ghost had maybe attacked him, but it was certainly not at all unlikely. And Danny would've 
had no way to defend himself. 


"T'll take a look," Vlad had promised her. "And I'll allocate whatever resources I can to finding 
him." 


His hand went to her shoulder. Maddie allowed him to keep it there. 
"T'll let you know the moment I find something," he assured her. 


And now as she finished up her shower, her confidence in Vlad's connections and abilities was 
waning. 


As usual, if she wanted something done right, she had to do it herself. And when it came to finding 
her son, she was dedicated to ensuring it was done right. 


She switched off the water and hastily dried herself off and dressed. No more wasting time. Now it 
was time to gather more clues. 


She first gave Jack instructions as to what he should do to try to find Danny: make some phone 
calls, get status updates from the police, stay at the house in case Danny came home, call her the 
very second that he had any new information. 


"Wait, where are you going?" asked Jack as Maddie picked up her keys and headed for the front 
door. 


"I'm going to see Brandan," she replied coolly. "I don't think the police have talked to him yet, and 
I don't know when they will. But I'm not just going to wait around for them to do everything, 
especially since they clearly don't think Danny is a priority." 


"Brandan? The therapist we had Danny see on Monday?" 
"Yes. Maybe Danny said something to him that might give us an idea where he might be." 
"Seems like a good idea. But don't you want me to come with you?" 


Maddie quietly stared at her husband for a moment, fabricating an excuse in her head because no, 
Jack couldn't accompany her for this. She had to see Brandan alone. There was something she 
needed to talk to the therapist about privately, something that the therapist had hinted at when she 
had gone to talk to him alone Tuesday afternoon, something that she did not want Jack to know. 


Something she did not want the police to know either. 


"No," said Maddie. "I'd really feel better if you stayed here. Someone needs to be home in case 
Danny turns up." 


"Are you sure?" 


He looked almost sad. Maddie's heart fluttered with guilt. It seemed she was keeping so much from 
him these days, so many secrets. 


And the longer she kept him locked out, the harder it would be to explain if he were to ever find 
out just what Brandan had said to her on Tuesday, just what Danny had said to her before he ran out 
the front door and seemingly vanished. 


And just what she had been doing the past couple nights with a certain ghost boy. 


But her husband could never know. He wouldn't understand. He already thought her pursuit for 
Phantom was hitting peak levels of derangement. How could she ever explain to him why she had 
gone out to hunt Phantom when she was supposed to be searching for Danny? How could she tell 
him that she just wanted to keep Phantom to herself and didn't want anyone else touching him? 


She ignored her guilt-laden heart and left the house without another glance back. 


The traffic was busier than she would've expected for a Thursday afternoon, but she was mostly 
numbed to the sounds and lights, her mind planning out her list of questions to ask the therapist as 
her arms and legs steered and maneuvered the car seemingly on their own. When she finally 
arrived at her destination, she couldn't recall any details at all of the drive itself. 


Maddie quickly hopped out of her car and headed up the nearby stairs of the building that housed a 
pizza restaurant on the first floor and therapy offices on the second. The greased smell of cheese 
and cooked tomatoes wafted strong; she might've ordered some to take home to Jack on any other 
day. But she didn't have time to think about her husband. The only one who mattered right now 
was her son. 


She entered the front lobby of the therapy clinic. An older woman was sitting in one of the chairs 
and knitting something, glancing up briefly before returning to her craft. Maddie marched up to the 
receptionist, someone new she had not seen before the last few times she had been here. "I need to 
speak with Brandan." 


The receptionist smiled at her warmly. "Okay, well, let me look at his schedule—" 

"I really need to speak with him right away." 

The receptionist's smile didn't change. "He's currently with a client, but let me look—" 
"This is really important. It's an emergency." 

"Okay, I understand. Just a moment." 


Maddie impatiently crossed her arms while the receptionist typed something into her desktop 
computer and looked over something on the screen. 


"I'm seeing that someone cancelled their session for tomorrow at two." The receptionist turned 
back to Maddie brightly. "Is that all right? Should I schedule that for you?" 


"I'm not one of his clients!" hissed Maddie. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the older 
knitting woman look up in surprise. "I don't need to see him for therapy. I need to ask him some 
questions. It's urgent." 


"I see. Well, he's booked today—" 


Maddie growled, set to walk to his office herself and demand he make time for her right then and 
there. 


"But if you really need to see him, I'll send him a message, and perhaps he can come talk to you 
between sessions." The receptionist picked up a cell phone. "You're Maddie Fenton, right? The 
famous ghost researcher?" 


"Yes," she replied in a low voice. "And he already knows who Iam. We've met." 


"And you just have some questions for him?" 


"Yes. Please tell him it's an emergency. A dire one. It can't wait." 


The receptionist gave her another smile, one that looked somewhat skeptical this time. She tapped 
out a message on her phone. "Okay. He'll be finishing up his current session in about fifteen 
minutes if you want to wait here." 


Maddie sharply turned around and swiftly moved to take a seat without another word. 
"Would you like some water or coffee while you wait, Maddie?" 


Maddie shook her head and did not even look at the receptionist again. The woman knitting peered 
at her curiously from one of the seats across from her. Maddie kept her own eyes on her phone, 
watching the time move forward. 


Another woman came in from outside and joined them in the lobby. Her coiled hair framed her face 
in a disheveled mess, her eyes appearing puffy as if she had been rubbing them. Maddie only gave 
her a cursory glance. 


Someone stepped out into the lobby through the door leading to the therapy offices. Maddie looked 
up but then irritably looked away again. Just a man with ill-fitting clothes and combed-over hair. 
Not who she was waiting for at all. 


The door opened a minute after that. Maddie looked up again to see another man, this time one 
with a strapping physique and impeccably coiffed blond hair. Exactly who she was looking for. 


"Maddie?" Brandan approached her, looking concerned but also apprehensive. "I got a message 
that you needed to talk to me. Is everything all right?" 


"We need to talk. In your office." Maddie stood and slung the strap of her purse over her shoulder. 


Brandan looked over at a different woman in the room, the one with the puffy eyes. "I have clients 
booked today, Maddie—" 


"She won't be seeing you until the hour, right? We still have eight minutes to talk, don't we?" 
"That's not really something I usually—" 


"I wouldn't be asking to talk to you if this wasn't extremely urgent," insisted Maddie snappishly. 
"Believe me, I don't want to be here talking to you, Brandan. Not after what you said to me last 
time." 


Brandan audibly inhaled but did not reply. 
"It's about Danny," Maddie said more quietly. "I just need to ask you some questions." 


Brandan stared at her for some time, his brow furrowed. He then sighed, shrugged, and led the 
way back to his office. "All right. But right at ten, I'll have to take my next client." 


"T understand." 


The friendly, personable air she had first encountered from him at the beginning of the week was 
now replaced with frosty distance. Not that she was surprised, not after their last meeting when she 
told him right to his face that she now understood why his wife had decided to divorce him. 


But that was his own fault for being such an ass and implicitly accusing her of scaring Danny into 
submission and letting her ghost research consume her and prevent her from being a good mother 


to him. 


He briskly walked ahead, but he at least had the courtesy to hold the door to his office open for her. 
Inside, she didn't bother sitting on the sofa. She simply waited for him to close the door. 


"All right. So what do you need from me?" He stood apart from her with his arms crossed. "What's 
going on with Danny? I saw that you cancelled all future sessions between him and me. Are you 
wanting to maybe have him see me again?" 


Maddie narrowed her eyes. "No, Brandan. Danny will not be seeing you again. But I need to know 
what exactly he told you during the one session you did have with him on Monday." 


Brandan's expression became more stoic. "Even though he is no longer my client, I am still 
obligated to keep what we discussed private." 


"I really need to know, Brandan. I wouldn't be here asking you if this wasn't urgent." 
"I understand, but I still cannot tell you anything specific." 


"Aren't you supposed to tell me anything he might've said that could suggest he's in danger or that 
he's going to hurt himself or others? Or that someone else is hurting him? Things like that?" 


Brandan's stance faltered. "Yes, of course. But nothing like that transpired in our one session 
together. If you have suspicions and you'd like me to try talking to him—" 


"No, you can't talk to him again." 
Brandan's lips shut tight. 


"If Danny is in danger, is it not okay for you to reveal details of your conversation with him to help 
me help him?" 


Brandan's forehead creased. "Js Danny in danger?" 

"He's missing." 

Brandan's mouth dropped open slightly. 

"He's been gone since late Tuesday night." Maddie's voice was suddenly shaking. 


"Missing? What happened? Did he go out and just not come home? Or did someone..." He trailed 
off, looking unsure whether he should finish the question or not. 


"I don't have time to give you the whole story," said Maddie. An excuse. Using lack of time as an 
excuse when she actually just didn't want to tell him the whole story, didn't want to tell him that 
Danny wasn't just missing but had run away, hadn't just run away but had run away from her. 


Brandan had already hinted during their last meeting that Danny had expressed fear of her, that he 
didn't feel safe with her. She in no way wanted to give Brandan any further evidence that could 
corroborate his possible hypothesis. 


God, this guy just really pissed her off. 


But she had to know the meaning behind Brandan's hinted accusations. She had to know before the 
police came and talked to him. She had to know first so that she could prepare her own defense if 
needed. 


"He's been missing for a day and a half now," said Maddie, her voice warbling again. "Does that 
qualify to you as danger? Is that enough of a reason for you to disclose what he told you? So that 
maybe we can get some clues about where he might be?" 


"Yes," said Brandan slowly, his eyes directed across the room and not at her. "Absolutely." 


He moved a short distance and lowered himself in the office chair in the middle of the room, his 
eyes still glazed as he stared ahead. Maddie remained standing and watched him curiously. 


"I'm guessing you've already filed a police report?" he finally asked, raising his head to look up at 
her. 


"Yes," said Maddie. "Of course." 


Brandan nodded and lowered his head again, his gaze once again distant, one elbow propped on an 
armrest, fingers placed loosely under his chin. 


Maddie put a hand on her hip. "Well? Did Danny say anything to you that might help us know 
where to find him? Where to look?" 


Brandan stayed quiet for a moment, far too long for Maddie's liking. 
"I still can't tell you anything, Maddie," he said solemnly. 


Maddie's jaw dropped, her teeth practically baring. "What? You said you could tell me if he was in 
danger!" 


"Yes, but in this particular instance, there's a protocol I need to follow. I cannot just tell you 
anything without seeing a police report first." He rose to his feet and checked the time on his 
phone. 


"What?" Maddie snapped. "Do you think I'm lying or something?" 
"No, I just—" 


"My son is missing, Brandan, and every second matters here. I need you to tell me now so that I 
can have a better chance of finding him!" 


"I understand, Maddie, but I can't say anything without seeing a police report. And the police are 
going to want to hear from me directly since they're the ones leading the investigation." 


"I don't want to wait around for the police to talk to you. I'm taking this into my own hands. The 
police just think he's a—" Maddie stopped herself. 


Brandan cocked his head. "They think he's a what?" 
Maddie inhaled deeply as she stared at him, precious seconds of their time ticking away. 


She couldn't tell him Danny had run away. She couldn't tell him Danny had run away after a fight 
with her. She couldn't tell him Danny had run away from her. Because he had already insinuated 
that he thought Maddie was perhaps hurting Danny in some way. 


But the police would tell him. There was no way to keep this secret from him and learn what he 
and Danny talked about. 


There was no way to prevent it. The police were eventually going to interview Brandan. But what 


would the therapist tell them? She had so hoped she could learn beforehand. 


What if Danny really had confessed to Brandan that he was afraid of her? That he felt that she was 
threatening him into submission? What would the police think of that? How might that change 
their view of his disappearance? 


She had spoken to the police at great length about the circumstances leading up to him running 
away. How he had been grounded for sneaking out about a week earlier, his dealings with bullying 
since the beginning of high school, his poor attendance and performance in school, the secret 
texting app on his phone that she couldn't break into, and of course, his struggle with an addiction 
to pain medication including narcotic analgesics that she had only just discovered. She told them 
how she had locked up their pain medications and had proceeded to get him help, beginning with 
therapy, detoxification, and a full health examination including bloodwork. 


She told them that the night he ran away, she had found him downstairs in the kitchen stealing 
painkillers from their medicine cabinet. He had somehow gotten through the lock, but she had 
managed to stop him before he could swallow any. When pressed for information about how he 
had gotten into the cabinet and the secret texting app on his phone, he became defensive, angry. He 
ran off, and by the time she had gotten to the front door to stop him, he was already completely 
gone. He had just...vanished. 


But there was one detail she hadn't told the police. One detail she didn't want them to know. The 
very last thing Danny had said to her before he ran. 


He wanted her to just let him keep his secrets. She told him she could not since his secrets were 
hurting him. 


"And what makes you think my secrets are hurting me?" he had asked. 
The memory of his pained strangled voice still haunted her. 
"What if you're the one hurting me?" 


Those were the final words he had left with her. And she would keep that to herself forever. 
Because she could in no way allow the police to even speculate that she somehow had a dastardly 
part in Danny's disappearance. She couldn't allow them to waste their time investigating her 
because she knew very well she had done nothing wrong, had done nothing but be a good caring 
mother toward her son, so leaving this little detail out wasn't going to impede anything. 


She could only hope that whatever Brandan had to say to the police, it would not incriminate her. 
But getting angry with him now and demanding he tell her anything would certainly not make her 
look any better. 


"They think he's a what, Maddie?" asked Brandan again. 


Maddie straightened up. "The police are definitely going to talk to you at some point, but I don't 
know when." She shrugged. "I just thought that maybe I could speed things up by asking you first. 


Brandan's gaze lowered. "I wish I could do more for you right now. I really do. But I can't break 
protocol on this." He stood and looked at her intently. "But please ask them to get in contact with 
me as soon as possible. I'll make time for them." 


Maddie mustered up a smile. "Thank you. I appreciate it." 


Their gazes locked for some time, a time long enough to betray so many unspoken words and 


distrust between them. 


The remainder of the day proved just as fruitless. The police had no significant updates for her, no 
promising leads. Teachers, classmates, friends, no one had any information to offer to assist much 
in the search and investigation. 


The night was now old, the sky was completely dark. 
Jack was sleeping deeply. Jazz was in her own room with the door closed. 
Danny's room was still empty. 


Maddie's lower body groaned with weighted frustration, her upper chest and arms shook with tense 
restlessness. 


She had to relieve all this pressure. 


She crept out of the house, locked the door behind her, and drove away toward her secret lab. 


are you in trouble? 


Are you in trouble? 


All she wanted was to keep him safe. She couldn't let herself fail now. 


Everything hurt. 


No matter how hard he tried to focus on something else, no matter how hard he tried to just blank 
his mind or maybe even sleep, the nerve signals and impulses indicating that everything hurt would 
not cease. 


Danny knew he had advanced healing abilities in this form. He knew that his mother—that 

the scientist had apparently altered her solidifying injection so that his healing powers would still 
work. He knew all that and yet he was sure they weren't working. They had to have been disabled 
right along with his other powers because EVERYTHING. STILL. HURT. 


He had no idea how long it had been since she left, how long ago it was that he had heard the door 
close behind her, how long the lights had been off. He couldn't even guess. This all just seemed 
like a timeless purgatory, a voided oblivion, a limbo in which only pain existed. 


His palms were blistering. The ectoplasm had clotted and dried but the disturbed nerve endings 
were vibrating, his slowed ghostly heart rate beating hard through them. And all of the other cuts, 
all of the calculated incisions buzzed dully on the surface of his skin. His wrists and ankles were 
also feeling so inflamed within their restraints. He stayed completely still so as not to rub them 
against the anti-ghost metal and aggravate the chafed and bruised flesh even further. 


Parts of him were hurting that he didn't even expect to hurt. His spine, his neck, his shoulder 
blades. Nothing to support his head or back except this hard table, nothing to keep him comfortably 
aligned, everything to heighten his senses. 


But nothing could surpass the pain in his left eye. It felt almost bolted shut, permanently closed 
with burning glue. He could feel his pulse pounding there as well, no longer pumping out 
ectoplasm with each beat but definitely knocking aggressively against his eyelid. 


He wanted to claw at it, rub it, tear it out. And if his wrists weren't effectively cuffed to the table, 
he was sure he'd somehow end up ripping his eye open again in delirious desperation. It stung and 
itched and throbbed and refused to shut up so that he could at least try to sleep or maybe slip into 
some sort of zoned-out trance. 


He was trapped in hellish consciousness. 


Painkillers. Opioids. Something to stop all this swelling, all this discomfort, all this misery. If he 
took enough, it would knock him out straightaway. No more pain, no more thinking, just blissful 
dreamless sleep. Or a coma. Or death. All possibilities sounded phenomenal. 


His skin was prickling with cold bumps and yet also breaking out with sweatless fever. His 
stomach was sloshing even though he was lying perfectly still, as if the table were rocking or the 
floor were quaking. His insides cramped and squeezed. Was there even anything in his stomach? 
Was he feeling sick or hungry? Did he even need to eat in this form? He had absolutely no idea, 
had never been stuck in ghost form for this long before. 


And just how long had he been in this form now? How long since he had last been human? 


All he knew for sure was that right now his shackled body was trembling and his broken skin was 
twinging and his ruptured eye was pounding and his stirring insides were rising. 


He turned his head to the side and vomited, ghostly bile rushing up and spilling onto the table, thin 
liquid spreading and dripping onto the floor. The foul smell brought up even more spectral acid 
that frothed past his dry tongue and bubbled on his cracked lips. 


The top of his head bristled, a sensation that quickly traveled to his neck. He turned his face to the 
other side, his bangs flipping over and tickling his slashed eye. 


Someone was touching him. Danny moaned and turned to find the scientist with her hood up and 
goggles on. He attempted to jump up, to get away, but his restraints brought him back down 
immediately, causing the back of his head to thump against the table. 


"Relax, Phantom." Maddie placed a firm hand on his chest. "I'm just cleaning you up." 
"What?" whispered Danny as she pressed a warm cloth to his mouth and cheek. 


"How are you feeling right now?" she asked as she began wiping off the table. "Are you still 
feeling sick?" 


Her concerned tone, her caring questions. He had to be mishearing. "I...what?" 


"I need to know how you're feeling, Phantom, so that I can know what to give you to make you feel 
better." Maddie huffed and finished mopping up the table and floor. She moved behind him and 
turned on a sink. "It's too early for me to be running tests on you in a state like this. I need you to be 
healthy in the beginning. I'm not going to get very good results from you like this. So just tell me 
what you're feeling." 


Danny mumbled a response but had no idea what he was saying. She reappeared at his side and ran 
a hand along his arm. Her whole image appeared to be glitching, her atoms swimming around in a 
murky haze. 


"Your suit is on again. Completely," she murmured. "When did that happen?" 


Danny wearily glanced at his arm. She was right. His suit was once again intact and covering his 
body. He stared at the spectral fabric, trying to decide if he remembered his suit somehow mending 
itself and getting back into position on his body. 


Her fingers roamed along his arm to his shoulder to his neck. She pulled down the zipper of his 
suit, once again exposing him. She removed one of her gloves and placed a hand on his shuddering 
chest, moved her palm around, pinched his skin in a few places. Danny stayed as still as he could 
but his heart could not be controlled and his body was racked with countless intervals of tremors. 


She walked away again. He could hear her cursing under her breath as she rummaged through 
drawers and cabinets. She returned to his side with a tall pole holding an IV bag in one hand and a 
needle in the other. Danny gasped so sharply that the force seemed to tear his throat apart. 


"This is just to rehydrate you," scolded Maddie. "I've never seen a ghost get dehydrated this 
quickly. So bizarre." 


She cut off the right sleeve of his suit, baring his arm and hand. She uncuffed his wrist and moved 
his entire arm down along his side. 


"Don't get any ideas, Phantom," she said sternly. "I'm not going to give you any second chances. If 
you try anything with this arm, you won't like the consequences." 


Danny obediently kept his arm still. He didn't have the strength to move it anyway. 


She tied a tourniquet around his upper arm and began poking at a vein in the crook of his elbow. 
"Pump a fist for me." 


Danny's hand shook as he tried to clench it, struggled to. His fingers curled toward his palm, but 
they refused to move in tighter. With a loud exhale, he let his hand fall open on the table, throbbing 
from the strain. He mumbled an excuse but again had no idea what he was saying. 


"All right, never mind," sighed Maddie. "Just relax." 


Danny turned his head away from her and closed his eyes. A sharp sting shoved its way into his 
arm. He moaned as Maddie fiddled with the needle violating his flesh. The tourniquet was 
removed from his arm, then he heard something scraping along the floor, the sound of plastic, 
some clicking, some more scraping, and then quiet. She was no longer moving at all. 


Danny turned his head to find her sitting beside him in a chair she had pulled up. An IV bag above 
him was trickling fluid into the line inserted in the crook of his arm. The needle in his vein 
pulsated rhythmically. Danny's initial fascination morphed into nausea at the sight. 


He turned his attention to Maddie instead. She looked blurry and her goggles were still covering 
her eyes, but Danny could sense she was staring at him intently. She reached out her ungloved 
hand toward his face. Danny flinched but allowed her to place the back of her fingers against his 
forehead. Her knuckles grazed his cheek, passed over his broken eye. He turned his head away 
from her, but she did not scold him or force him to look back at her. She said nothing at all and did 
not try to touch him again for some time. 


There was no clock in the lab and yet Danny was sure he could hear ticking. It was in his ears, in 
his head, pounding and knocking against his skull. 


"Feeling better yet, Phantom?" 


She was standing now. Danny blinked up at her but noted that her image was still, no longer 
swimming in his line of vision. 


"Not gonna talk to me, huh?" Maddie put her glove back on. "I guess I don't blame you. I'm sure 
you don't want a repeat of last night." 


Danny's jawbone tightened as she moved behind him again out of sight. She really thought she had 
subdued him into complete submission, did she? 


He glanced at the cuff on his left wrist, at the needle in his right arm. 
Could he honestly say she was wrong? 


Maddie emerged beside him again with a tray of tools and began cutting off the top half of his suit. 
"So strange. I've never seen this happen before with other ghosts' clothes." She held a strip of the 
fabric close to her goggles. "Almost like...your suit is a ghost, too. In its own way." She looked 
down at him. "Did you feel this wrap around your body again? When did it happen?" 


Danny said nothing. 


"Fine. Stay quiet." Maddie gathered all the severed sections of his suit. "I'm going to place these in 
a containment device, see if that'll prevent them from getting back to you." 


"Don't need a play-by-play,” muttered Danny. 
"What was that?" 


Danny sucked the inside of his bottom lip. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Maddie 
smirking. 


"That was pretty cute, Phantom." She chortled. "You're really good at this whole teenage angsty 
rebel act, you know. Very authentic." 


She once again stepped out of sight. Danny's facial muscles twitched. 


"Or maybe this really is how you were in your previous terrestrial existence." Her voice echoed 
against the lab ceiling. "I suppose many ghosts do retain remnants of their previous personalities. 
If that's the case, I don't envy whoever your mother was." 


Unsure whether to take offense that she kept insisting his every display of feeling and character 
was artificial or to be amused that she would say something so ironic, a lump caught in Danny's 
throat that he half laughed, half coughed out. The paralyzing device on his neck thudded painfully 
against his vocal cords in response. 


"Of course, you wouldn't remember your mother," said Maddie's dismissive disembodied voice. 
"Although I wish you could remember your previous life. Knowing who you were would help me 
immensely." 


Danny's undamaged eye lidded, his mouth turned down. 


She was absolutely right. He could not recall who he used to be before he became a ghost. Had he 
been a happy child? Did he use to have more fun? Did he dream of a bright future? 


He could not say. 
And he had no idea who his mother was. 
Did he ever know? 


She was again at his side with new tools, new plans. She gently touched the IV needle in his arm, 
causing a small but sharp stinging sensation. "I think I'll leave this in for a while. In fact, with how 
fast you got dehydrated, I should probably administer other nourishment as well." 


"How ‘bout some morphine?" Danny quipped. 


Maddie crooked a brow but smiled. "Morphine's expensive. I'm not wasting any on you." She 
scanned her tools. "But I'm glad you're back to your usual cocky self. I was a little worried there 
for a minute. I thought I had broken you too soon." 


Danny attempted to keep his expression blank. God damn it. Even in his acts of defiance, he was 
only giving her exactly what she wanted. 


She strapped a surgical headlight above her goggles and switched it on. Danny's good eye squinted 
in the intense light. 


"Now to see how you've healed after last night. Gotta make sure you're definitely not broken." 


Her tone was so infuriatingly light and casual, as if she were merely making a small joke, as if he 
were supposed to chuckle or hum mirthfully in response to her clever wit. 


Maddie first examined his right palm and moved her study up his arm and along the side of his 
torso, directing her light at his skin, carefully avoiding the IV needle still pumping into him. 
"Smaller and shallower incisions are completely healed, no trace of them at all. The more 
moderately severe incisions are only a little visible, mostly healed. The deep incisions are visible 
but mostly sealed up." She paused. "You joked about wanting morphine. Do they still hurt?" 


Danny suppressed a vexed groan. There was something so irritating about her using his previous 
display of irreverence against him. 


Did they still hurt? YES they still hurt OF COURSE they still hurt they hurt they hurt they — 
Wanting morphine wasn't a joke, he absolutely needed it— 
He...he did, right? 


He glanced down at his arm. All the cuts from before were healed, she was right. But then why did 
they still hurt? 


His therapist, the therapist he had only seen once—Brandan—had told him his frequent use of 
painkillers could cause him to imagine pain that wasn't really there. 


But...this pain was definitely real, wasn't it? 


She was waiting for his answer. His answer was yes, yes, so much pain, please give him something 
to numb this pain. 


But she loved his pain, his weakness. 

He couldn't allow himself to give her what she wanted. 

"No," he muttered. "They don't hurt anymore." 

"Both sides or just this one? This is the side I dressed before I left last night." 


Danny flexed the fingers of his left hand. Yes, definitely, this side also still hurt like hell. "Both 
sides don't hurt anymore." 


"Well, it definitely appears that your healing powers are engaged." Maddie picked up a notepad 
and scribbled away. "That's perfect. Wonderful. Exactly what I wanted to see. Exactly what 
I needed to see before moving forward with you." 


Her expression of glee, so childlike, so sadistic. Reveling in how she could take her torture with 
him to agonizing lengths because he would heal and be ready for more in just a day or two. 


His healing powers had actually betrayed him by working so damn well. His healing powers had 
just doomed him to an even more horrific existence. 


Danny dispersed a deep rasping sigh past his sore throat and stayed quiet as Maddie continued to 
scrawl notes and prod at his arm and side. She then moved around the table to repeat her analysis 
on his left side. 


"This is the side I didn't dress," she said, "so I don't expect it to have healed as well as the right 
side." 


Danny began to roll his eyes but stopped immediately when a stabbing pain in his slashed eye 
reminded him that NO he couldn't do that right now. 


He just wished she'd stop talking to him. Like a dentist trying to make conversation with her tools 
and fingers shoved down his throat. 


"And I was right." Maddie's headlamp aimed carefully at each laceration on his left side. "Not 
healed as well although still showing significant rapid healing. Smaller incisions are either 
completely healed or only just visible. Moderately severe incisions are mostly closed. The deepest 
incisions are scabbed over and do not look swollen or puffy at all." She ran her thumb along the 
gash in his palm. "Perfect." 


She sounded so overjoyed, so pleased. And normally, Danny would've loved hearing her sound 
that way because it used to mean he wasn't in trouble, that everything was okay, that he had 
nothing to worry about, nothing to make up for. 


Now her familiar signs of joy could only be associated with pain. 
"All right," said Maddie. "Time to look at the most major and spontaneous injury." 


She chortled under her breath as she moved up toward his face and placed her hand against his left 
cheek and temple. Danny's good eye watered in the bright light aimed at his face, his damaged eye 
screwed shut even tighter. 


"Can you open this eye at all?" she asked, her tone playing the part of a primary care physician 
merely asking him how his health was faring these days. 


Danny flinched as her finger passed over his eyelid. "No." 
"Really?" Maddie's red-stained lips frowned. "Not what I was hoping to hear." 
She switched off her headlamp. Danny's eyes relaxed immediately. 


"I need to get a good look at your eye, so please don't fight with me," said Maddie sharply. 
"Otherwise I'll have to get something to pry it open, and you don't want that." 


Danny exhaled hard out his nose. He wanted so much to do all he could to make this difficult for 
her and yet he did not want it to come at the cost of making anything more unpleasant for himself. 


She bent over him and placed her right thumb below his lower lash line and her right middle finger 
on his eyebrow. She applied gentle but firm pressure and moved her fingers apart. Danny 
whimpered, a small wet trickle escaping his swollen duct and running down his cheek. 


She pressed harder, pulled harder. Danny gritted his teeth and did his best to assist. The sooner she 
looked at his eye, the sooner he could reclose it. But surely she was tearing him apart again! Surely 
his socket was being ripped right open! Surely this was actually ectoplasm surging out of his eye 
and not tears! 


His head and face were trembling and cramping up as her hold on him only strengthened and 
became more aggressive. She at last stopped, her fingers shaking hard against him as she worked to 
keep his eye open. 


"Hmm." Maddie lowered her face closer to his. "It looks like your cornea is closed up." 


She stared a little longer before switching on her surgical headlight. Danny flinched and closed his 


other eye tight. 


"Not glowing. Many broken ecto-vessels. Iris looks cloudy." She attempted to push his eye open a 
little more. "Can you see out of this eye at all?" 


Through the eyelid of his undamaged right eye, he could see her headlamp filtering through in 
bright scarlet, feel it warming the thin flesh. 


But through his left eye, he could see nothing. He could not even say if it was darkness. There was 
simply nothing coming through to that eye at all. He could feel the heat of her flashlight but could 
not see even the dimmest glimmer. 


"No," he said simply. 
"No? What do you mean? Is it blurry? Dark?" 
"I mean no, I see nothing out of this eye." 


"Nothing?" Maddie tried prying his eye open even more, drawing a low moan from Danny. 
"Nothing at all? Not even a little bit? Are you sure?" 


"Well, you're holding it open and I'm not seeing anything, so yeah, I'm pretty sure." 


Maddie studied his eye for a moment longer, then released her hold, gently assisting his eyelid to 
cover his torn cornea. The instant relief created a fleeting euphoria in Danny's chest before the 
pain quickly settled in again. 


"Maybe your healing powers aren't as advanced as I thought," said Maddie. "Your vision loss could 
be permanent." 


Danny opened his other eye just as she began jotting down some new notes. He could only read 
her expression from the lower half of her face, her mouth pursed and cheeks sunken beneath the 
large orange lenses of her goggles. 


Maddie sighed and set her notepad down. "I really hope it's not permanent, though. I really want to 
do some tests on your eyes." 


"Well, you've still got one more eye over here to blind, too," remarked Danny in dull monotone. 


Maddie smirked. "I see you're definitely feeling better now. All feisty again." She moved back over 
to his right side and inspected the IV line in his arm. "I can probably take this out, then." 


Danny grimaced as the length of metal slid out of his vein. Maddie applied a cotton swab and 
bandaged the site with self-adherent wrap. 


"You promise to behave if I don't restrain this arm just yet?" she asked. "I don't want to bend it until 
the oozing stops." 


Danny glared at her out of his good eye. He did not want to answer this question because he had no 
intention of doing anything with that arm anyway since it wasn't like he could somehow make a 
great escape with just one free arm but he also could not bring himself to make such a degrading 
promise to her. 


He turned his head to stare up at the ceiling. Maddie chortled but did not try to force him to speak. 
The sound of her amused laughter made the nodes and ligaments in his neck tighten. 


She leaned over him and placed a gloved hand on the left side of his face, very gently tilting him to 
face her again. Her thumb lightly grazed the area below his broken eye. 


"I really wish you hadn't made me do this," she murmured, her lips so close he could see all the 
chalky lipsticked flecks of tissue and tiny ridges. "I'm going to be so disappointed if you don't get 
your vision back. I had plans, you know." 


Danny said nothing. Did he want his vision to return? Or would he rather ruin her plans by spiting 
her with a permanently damaged eye? 


Was there even need for a debate? He was going to die here. He had nothing more to see anyway. 
She might as well blind his other eye, too. 


She repeated basic tests from the night before. Ecto-pressure, pulse, temperature, other things he 
didn't understand but still involved groping him in some way. He stayed silent until he felt 
something new on his neck, something slick and greasy. He yelped and turned toward her to figure 
out what she was doing to him this time. 


Maddie was staring intently at a digital monitor she had connected to a large computer on wheels. 
An ultrasound image. She moved a transducer over his neck, spreading slippery gel all across his 
skin. 


He studied the ultrasound image. What exactly was he looking at? Was this really the inside of his 
neck? He could make absolutely no sense of it. Just a bunch of grey and black shapes. 


"Wow," murmured Maddie. "I've looked inside humanoid ghosts before, but this just 
looks...so human. I don't think I would've been able to tell the difference at all if this was placed 
alongside actual human ultrasound images." 


She pressed hard against his trachea. Danny swallowed in response, his Adam's apple knocking 
painfully against the transducer. 


"I can't wait to see what's under here with my own eyes," she sighed wistfully, still staring at the 
monitor. 


A hard tremor tore through Danny's upper chest. He caught her meaning. He knew exactly what 
she meant. Something he had joked about so many times with Sam and Tucker and even to himself 
when he was all alone trying to make light of the possibility so he wouldn't have to admit he was 
actually terrified of it happening. And now here it was, no longer just a possibility but 

an inevitability. Something that was definitely going to happen to him in the near future. 


Now it was all real. He had known in the back of his head since she first captured him that this was 
going to happen but now it was at the forefront and an absolute certainty. She was going to cut him 
open and probably wouldn't even have the courtesy to kill or anesthetize him first and no amount of 
begging or screaming or trying to convince her he was actually her son would ever make her stop. 


"I actually felt your pulse jump through your artery here." Maddie gave him a pleasant smile. "I 
guess you don't like that idea, huh?" 


Danny did everything he could to not react to her amused comment but there was no stopping the 
pounding in his chest and neck. 


Maddie finished her ultrasound analysis, and Danny could only hope that she was maybe done for 
the night because it had been a long time and surely she had to get back home soon, right? It had 
been hours, right? It felt like it had been hours. But to his dismay, she positioned another device 


over him, a camera with a tube head connected to an extension arm. 


"Vlad has some really nice equipment. This X-ray machine is far more sophisticated than what we 
have at home." Maddie looked over the camera and swiveled it around. "And this is just his basic 
one. He has another more powerful one over there in the corner along with an MRI machine. 
Definitely be using that at some point." 


Danny's brow furrowed as Maddie proceeded to move the tube head of the camera into position 
above him. "Does Vlad...know you're here?" 


"Hmm?" Maddie paused. 

"Does Vlad Masters know you're here? Here with...me?" 
"Why does that matter to you?" 

Danny averted his gaze. 


"No, really." Maddie moved to be in his line of sight. "I'm legitimately curious. Why are you 
asking this?" 


Danny still said nothing. 

"Do you know Vlad or something?" 

"Well, yeah, I mean, he's the mayor of the town I've been protecting the past year and a half." 
"But do you know him beyond that?" 


He knew Vlad far beyond what he wished he knew but he couldn't tell her that, couldn't tell her that 
he had the most irrational hope that someone knew he was here and would maybe help him even if 
that person was Vlad who had also in the past kidnapped and tortured him and so probably 
wouldn't care to free him from this captivity but maybe if he was lucky Vlad would at least let Sam 
and Tucker and Jazz know and then maybe they could come and rescue him because he was too 
weak and stupid to get out of this on his own. 


A hero unable to save himself. 

"No," he said quietly. 

Maddie studied him for some time. 
"No one knows you're here," she said. 
Danny did not react. 


The camera moved and the X-ray machine hummed and Maddie kept jabbering but Danny barely 
paid attention. He stared up at the ceiling but did not actually see anything. Her fingers kept 
brushing against his skin but he did not actually feel anything. 


No one knew he was here. 
Sam didn't know he was here. 


But by now she knew he was gone, right? Was she looking for him? 


She was so smart. Way smarter than he was. 
If anyone could find him, she could. 

Maybe she was getting close. 

Maybe she'd be here soon. 

One corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. 
"What's on your mind?" asked Maddie. 

His smile dropped. 


More buzzing noises and pen scratchings and unwanted touching and glares reflecting off her 
goggles as she continued her study. Danny closed his undamaged eye and attempted to disconnect 
from this reality, to numb himself by not thinking or focusing on anything at all. 


He had never felt so lonely before. 


Seconds and minutes and maybe even hours perhaps even days passed as Maddie worked and 
Danny lay on this table that was getting increasingly uncomfortable. His neck was aching, in need 
of support. Was this really preferable to being on his knees for hours and hours? He couldn't 
remember, but a change of position just sounded so excellent. 


Her hands were on his head, her fingers curling in his hair. Danny opened his good eye and 
curiously glanced up at her from where she stood just behind him. 


"You have a lot of hair," she muttered. "Hope I can get this to work." 


She stepped away for a moment. Danny's heart raced as he wondered what she was referring to. 
What was she going to do to him now? Something involving his head? He wanted to ask and yet 
didn't want to know at all. Maybe it wouldn't hurt as much if he didn't know what was even 
happening. 


She returned and began rubbing his forehead with something wet. Alcohol? Was she cleaning his 
forehead? Why?! Was she going to cut it open?! Was she really going for his head already?! This 
was only the second night! Or was it? Had he actually been here for a really long time but he was 
suffering from sort of dementia due to all of her experimentation? 


She rubbed his earlobes with alcohol wipes as well. Danny's panic morphed into confusion. 
What...okay, really, what was she doing? She usually narrated these things. He really didn't want to 
ask, but this...this just made no sense to him. 


She was now holding something above his head, something made of fabric speckled with white 
electrodes. Some sort of cap? She placed two of the electrodes against his forehead and pressed 
them firmly to his skin. 


"Hold these in place," she ordered. 
Danny blinked. Had he heard her right? "Hold...what?" 


"Hold these electrodes in place on your forehead. With your right hand." She picked up his 
unrestrained arm and pushed his fingers against the electrodes on his head. "Hold them like that." 


Danny moved his hand away the moment she let go. "You actually...you want me to help you 


experiment on me?" 
"Phantom, this isn't going to hurt." 
"I've heard that before." 


"It's not. I'm just going to take a look at your brain activity. And it would be a lot easier to get this 
on if you helped me." 


"Right, because I so want to make this easier for you." 


"Yes, you do," said Maddie sternly, "because making this easier for me will in turn make things 
easier for you." 


Danny glared up at her. "I'm not helping you." 


She paused for only a moment before dropping the cap and picking up his right wrist, slamming it 
against the table up near his ear and shackling it down so tightly the edge of the anti-ghost metal 
cut into his flesh. She then pressed the electrodes to his forehead again with one hand while 
manipulating the cap onto his scalp, grunting and huffing as she did so. Danny smiled to himself. 


When the cap was secured on his head, she stood behind him for a short moment, unmoving, 
breathing deeply. Danny listened to each breath become less and less shaky. Her hands were then 
on his scalp again, adjusting the cap, pulling and tugging at it with small movements. 


"Does that feel tight?" she asked him. 
Danny shrugged. 


She continued to do things that made no sense to him and that she failed to explain. She clamped 
something onto each of his ears. She injected some sort of cold gel into each electrode on his head 
and applied hard pressure, working it into his scalp and hair. 


"Okay. I think this might be good," said Maddie. "Looks like we have some good connectivity." 
She pulled up a computer monitor on wheels and tapped away at the keyboard. "Now to see what 
we've got here." 


Danny made no attempt to turn his head to see what was on her screen. 
"That's good," said Maddie. "Just keep looking up at the ceiling." 


Danny growled under his breath. That was indeed exactly what he wanted to do but not if she also 
wanted him to do it and so now he had no idea what to do instead because he really didn't want to 
do anything else except look up at the damn ceiling. 


He was just...so tired. 


He continued to look up at the ceiling with his one good eye. His other eye began pulsating in 
uncomfortable rhythm. 


She stayed silent for a long time, studying whatever she was seeing on her computer screen. Danny 
didn't even wonder what she was observing. He didn't want to think about it. He didn't want to 
keep being constantly reminded that he was only a science project to her, the center of her research 
and experimentation. 


What day was it? What day had he run off? That was...Tuesday, right? Or Monday? No, he saw the 


therapist on Monday. Right? That had been Monday, right? And so today was—no tonight—or was 
it night? Was it actually daytime? With no windows and no clock, he had no way of knowing. 


But supposing it was nighttime, what might he have been doing right now if he weren't here? If he 
hadn't been taken captive? If he were still home? Would he have finally been ungrounded? Would 
he be in his room texting Sam? Or maybe even actually talking with her through a voice call? Or 
seeing her face in a video call? 


Would he ever see her face again? 


Maddie hummed and peered over him, her hooded head hovering right above his. Danny looked 
straight through her goggles. 


"What are you thinking about?" she asked. 

"Why do you want to know what I'm thinking?" he asked earnestly, tiredly. 
"Because you're a ghost, of course." 

Danny's forehead gently creased. Maddie chuckled. 


"Oh, of course I'm interested in ghost physiology," she said with a breathy lilt. "Yes, absolutely, of 
course. And I'll be studying your physiology plenty, trust me. But ghost psychology is equally 
fascinating to me." 


She leaned over him from behind his head and delicately placed her palms against his unwilling 
breast. Danny paused his breathing and kept his good eye trained on her hands. 


"I of course want to know everything about what's under here." She trailed her hands up his bare 
chest and along his neck and rested her fingers on his capped head. "But up here, your unique 
ghostly obsession, your strategies for satisfying it, that's all up here. Your body is what makes you 
a ghost, but your mind is what makes you Phantom. And understanding you in comparison to other 
ghosts is the whole reason I pursued you so aggressively in the first place." 


She smoothed the edges of the electrode cap against his head before returning to study the 
information feeding into her computer. Danny stared up at the ceiling again, this time thinking very 
deeply indeed. 


"What do you think your son is thinking?" he finally asked. 
Maddie did not respond, but her silence was heavy and dark. 


"What do you think Danny is thinking?" he tried again, a little more loudly and forcefully. "Do you 
think he's scared? Sad?" 


"Don't," said Maddie. 
"Don't what?" 


"Don't talk about him." Her tone was low but her voice was breaking. "And definitely don't say his 
name as if you know a thing about him." 


"And you think you know a thing about him?" 


No answer. 


"What do you know about him, really?" he asked with a smirk. "Do you know where he is right 
now?" 


He could not see her from where she stood behind him but he could hear the sound of her gloved 
fingers rubbing against each other. 


"Why are you here with me and not out looking for him?" 
The words tumbled out with playful mirth, but he was surprised by the sincerity of the question. 


His mom did care about him, right? She was worried about him, wasn't she? She wanted to find 
him and bring him home again, didn't she? 


But then what was she doing here instead? 


"Why are you here?" he echoed to himself in a low whisper before restrengthening his voice. "How 
do you think he'd feel if he knew you weren't looking for him right now because you just couldn't 
resist me?" 


She was on him swiftly, her hand connecting hard with his right cheek. His left eye spasmed and 
burned, the vision in his good eye sparkled as he blinked away the daze. 


"You don't know what you're talking about," she snarled out with shaky panting. "You don't know 
what I've been doing to find him when I'm not here with you. You don't know how much sleep and 
energy and time I've sacrificed for him. And you have no idea how I feel about him, just how 
fiercely I love him." 


Danny kept his head turned and could feel chilled ectoplasm flushing his sore cheek. 


"Don't for a moment fantasize that you are somehow more important to me than he is," continued 
Maddie. "You are only good for research and experimentation, Phantom. If I had to choose 
between having him or you, I'd choose him without hesitation. You could never mean more to me 
than my son." 


His mouth twitched into a smile. 
An involuntary chuckle escaped him. 
He could not restrain this expression of amusement. No way. It was just too goddamn funny. 


"You say all that," he rasped out, turning his head to look up at her directly, "but that doesn't 
change that right here, right now, you are choosing me over him." 


Her red lips curled harshly. 


"Because this? All this you're doing to me?" His throat buzzed against the paralyzing device on his 
neck as he raised his volume to a yell. "This is never going to help you find him!" 


He meant to sound angry but his words came out more like a very desperate plea. 
Please stop doing this so I can come home! 


He stared straight into the orange lenses of her goggles. "You will never find him if you keep 
doing this." 


She moved to his side and wrapped a hand around his neck, pinning him to the table. 


"I keep giving you chances to behave," she barked. "Are you really seriously trying to piss me off? 
Because you definitely have, and you know this can only end badly for you now." 


"Yeah?" Danny's neck strained against her hold on him but he managed to give her a challenging 
smile. "You gonna stab my other eye? Or maybe cut off my ear?" 


Maddie's stranglehold tightened briefly before she let go of him entirely. "No," she said, her tone 
becoming calm, even solemn. "I can't risk another uncalculated injury that you may not recover 
from." Her hand reached out for him again, the back of her knuckles gently brushing just below his 
damaged eye. "Keeping you in the condition I need for my research purposes has to come first." 


She pulled the cap off his head and removed the clamps from his ears before walking out of his 
sight again, somewhere behind him. All he could hear was the sound of cabinets and drawers 
opening. 


With nowhere else to look, Danny again focused on the ceiling, his chest growing tighter and 
tighter as the rummaging sounds continued. 


She returned and set something that seemed quite heavy on the edge of the table between the top of 
his head and his shackled wrist. Danny craned his neck to get a look at it. A metal box? 


With a small labored groan, Maddie pulled back the top half of the box, which was connected to 
the bottom half by a hinge. "Not sure why you keep asking for this, Phantom, but maybe you'll 
learn one of these nights that you cannot win here." 


Before Danny could even begin to formulate a response, she lifted his head and moved the bottom 
half of the box under it, his neck resting in a contoured cutout. The upper half swung over and 
closed on top of him with heavy force, completely encasing his entire head. 


It took him a moment to even realize what had just happened, what she had just done to him. He 
could hear the sound of a lock snapping shut somewhere near his ears but he could not see it, could 
not see anything past the austere walls of this box she had clamped over his head, solid barriers 
punctured in only a few spaces with small holes that filtered in light and air. His natural glow lit up 
its corners and showed him just how small this space was, just how confined he was. 


His wrists pulled against his restraints, abrading on the harsh edges as they ached to reach over and 
pry this thing open. He gasped out hard, the sound muffled and unnatural against the shrill ringing 
in his ears. 


Outside, he could hear walking and shuffling and scraping and then the familiar sound of the lab 
door opening and shutting. The light coming in through the holes of the box disappeared. Danny 
swallowed and tried to steady his breathing as he again ascertained the size of this newest 
imprisonment, not wanting to breathe too loudly in the horrifying acoustics of this space. 


All of his pain was now amplified and throbbing, his eye and the cuts on his arms and sides and 
palms and the device inserted into the vein in his leg and the other device latched onto his neck 
partially paralyzing his vocal folds and his chest his CHEST had she done something to his chest 
why was his chest hurting so much? 


He really needed to lie down but he was already lying down wasn't he? 


These illuminated walls were so close to him, suffocating him. He closed his good eye to block 
them out. 


If he couldn't see them, then he could pretend they weren't really there. 


Just like if she couldn't see her son, then he could pretend she wasn't really hurting him. 


only when I'm with you 
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Only when I'm with you. 


He wanted to see. He wanted to see her. Just one more time. 


Danny was still gone. And Maddie couldn't take it anymore. She had to leave, too. 


Jack was asleep. Maddie looked down at his face in the dark midnight glow settled in their room. 
The past few days and especially that day, he had been quieter than she even knew he could be. 
Listless, smileless. Not like him at all. How heartbreaking it was for her to be missing both her son 
and her husband. 


Her daughter was still here, though. Still the same, still talking, still asking questions. All about 
Danny, of course. Only about Danny. But at least Maddie had one child still under her roof, one 
family member that had not left her, had not changed. 


She left the room and walked down the hall but stopped at her daughter's closed door. The light 
was off on the other side, but Maddie could hear Jazz's hushed voice. She would speak, pause, 
speak again, pause again. Had to be talking on the phone with someone. And Maddie normally 
would've knocked and opened the door and told her she needed to go to bed, but perhaps Jazz 
needed this right now. Perhaps Jazz needed to talk on the phone at this late hour to get through this 
troubling time. 


Just like she needed to see Phantom. Again. Right now. 
She walked away from Jazz's door and down the stairs and out to her car. 
And everything that wasn't Phantom remained locked away behind her in the house. 


She drove under orange street lamps and past rusted fences and through empty intersections before 
finally breaking beyond city limits and reaching Vlad's secluded lab. She locked her car and stared 
at the lonely building, wondering if Phantom was definitely still in there or if he had somehow 
managed to escape. 


What if she walked in and he was gone? Gone just like her son? 


you can't think about your son right now. 


She tapped in the keypad code and opened the heavy door to the building. She switched on the 
main light and entered the main area of the lab, smiling with relief at the sight of her prisoner still 
here, still in the exact position she had left him in. 


She approached him on the main operating table and stared down at him. Wrists and legs still 
shackled, head still locked in the anti-ghost metal box. But he was not moving at all, no twitching 
fingers, no shuddering abdomen, no quivering knees. 


She observed his chest, its mesmerizing rising and falling patterns. 
He was still alive. He was still hers. 


She studied his chest a moment longer before frowning at his famous logo. His suit was on again. 
But how? She had locked away the parts of his suit she had removed in an anti-ghost containment 
device. How was his suit covering him completely as if it had never been removed at all? 


Her fingertips hovered over his lean abdomen, longing to press against him and feel his firm 
muscles tense in response. 


But she instead withdrew her attention from him, opting to keep him locked in the head vice while 
she read over the QEEG report that had hopefully finished by now. She pulled up the results on 
Vlad's sleek computer screen and stared at each generated image with unblinking eyes. Z-scored 
fast Fourier transform, absolute power, relative power, amplitude asymmetry, coherence, delta 
waves, theta, alpha, beta, high beta, ratios. 


And yet, these were still only a few of Phantom's secrets. He had so many more to tease out. 


She moved back to the main operating table and delicately placed her hands on top of the vice box 
surrounding her ghostly captive's head. Not the cruelest thing she had done to him, but over twenty 
hours in this claustrophobic imprisonment was hopefully enough to make him think twice about 
misbehaving next time. 


She removed the lock holding the vice together and swung the upper half up and over and away. 
He gasped loudly, his right eye wide and darting in all directions. 


And his left eye... 


Phantom's breathing calmed as his attention settled on her face, his paled lips regaining a bit of 
their normal teal color as they pursed into a frown. Maddie removed the lower half of the box from 
under his neck and placed her hands on his shoulders, her own lips curling into a giddy grin. 


"Your eye! It looks so much better!" She moved from behind his head to his left side and placed 
her fingers on his brow and cheek. "It's not swollen anymore. And you're able to keep it open now 
without trouble." 


She unhooked a flashlight from her belt and directed the beam at his eye. Many broken ecto-vessels 
still surrounded his marbled iris. A thick white slash ran right through the middle. "Can you see out 
of this eye now?" 


No reply. 
Maddie tapped his face reprovingly. "I asked you a question, Phantom." 


His snowy eyelashes flitted. "No," he muttered. "I still see nothing out of this eye." 


"Really? Still nothing?" Maddie switched off her flashlight to confirm that there was no glow in his 
left eye, no trace of any ethereal light. "Does it still hurt?" 


"It feels like there's something stuck in there. Like a piece of glass or something." 


Maddie gently prodded his eye to close to inspect for any signs of damage on his eyelid. It looked 
completely normal now, but it didn't change that she had gotten carried away with this act. She had 
wanted to make it clear to Phantom that she was in charge and that she could do whatever she 
wanted to him, but now her plans to study his eyes and vision were possibly ruined. 


From now on, she had to be a good scientist. No more letting her emotions rule her actions. 
Everything needed to be calculated and considered first. She had to maintain control here in all 
aspects. 


Maddie sighed and straightened up. "I really hope you get your vision back." 


He gave her a sardonic smile. Maddie blinked at the display of such mockery, something she had 
never seen any other ghost exhibit. 


She placed her fingers on his shoulder and pinched the dark fabric covering it. "How is your suit on 
again? When did this happen?" 


Phantom huffed with a slight shake of his head. "I don't know. Why do you think I would know? I 
just wear it." 


"I would think you'd know because you wear it." 

"Well, I don't." 

"You didn't feel it wrapping around your body? Your chest, your arms, your hands? Really?" 
"I kind of had something else on my mind." 


Maddie glanced at the vice box she had set aside. She looked back at him with a smile. "How was 
it in there?" 


He narrowed his eyes, a chilled hue spreading across his nose and cheeks. 


"That bad, huh?" Maddie laughed and moved so that she was behind his head again. "Yeah, I bet it 
wasn't fun." 


She looked down at his head, at his dense silvery locks. A small clump of gel from the QEEG was 
clinging to a strand. She picked it out of his hair with her fingers, eliciting a hard shiver from him. 


"There's a lot of gel in your hair." She proceeded to spread the strands around to reveal even more 
gel on his scalp. "I should probably wash it out before we do anything else." 


Phantom creased his brow. "Wash?" 
"Yes. I really shouldn't leave this in." 
"You're...going to wash my hair?" 


"Mmm hmm." Maddie pulled another clump of gel out of his hair before moving to the lab 
counters and gathering what she needed. Sink tray, ghost shampoo, fine-toothed comb, small 
towel. 


"You really don't have to," said Phantom. 


"I know, Phantom." Maddie brought her supplies over to the table. "I don't have to do anything. I 
get to choose what I do here, what I do to you." She lifted his head and set it down in the nook of 
the mobile sink tray. "And right now, I'm going to get this gel out of your hair." 


Phantom stared blankly at the ceiling as she set to rinsing his hair with water. 


"Ooh, and I can tell you about the results of your QEEG!" Maddie watched the illusory strands of 
his hair skate through her fingers. "Different from other ghosts and yet not entirely surprising to 
me. But then also similar to other ghosts. See, ghosts generally have too much beta activity, too 
little alpha, and too little theta. Too much beta results in anxiety and an inability to relax. Too little 
alpha results in obsessive compulsive tendencies—one of the most significant aspects of ghostly 
psychology, of course. Too little theta results in poor emotional awareness. Very classic ghost 
traits." 


She poured some shampoo into her gloved palm and worked it into a lather before applying it to 
his hair. 


"But you, yes, you have too much beta and too little alpha, just like a typical ghost. But then you 
have too much theta activity, which often results in inattentiveness, depression, and, well, in 
humans, it often indicates ADHD." She scrubbed at his scalp, massaged the shampoo through each 
lock of hair. "You also have some strong frontal beta asymmetry, often linked to anxiety. I need to 
run some more tests, make some comparisons. You definitely appear to be higher functioning than 
typical ghosts, and I want to investigate that more." 


Phantom's face was blank. Not a single part of him moved. Maddie frowned. 
"You heard everything I just said, right?" she asked as she began to rinse out the suds from his hair. 
Phantom shrugged. 


"How can you not find any of that completely fascinating?" demanded Maddie. "This is a direct 
biological link to your psychology!" 


Phantom shrugged again. 


Maddie shook her head and moved the sink tray aside. She ran the comb through his wet hair to 
make sure she had removed all traces of gel. "I just don't get it. You got a QEEG for free and you 
don't care about the results? This usually costs thousands of dollars." 


Phantom stared up at her as she began rubbing the towel in gentle strokes over his scalp. "Are you 
expecting me to thank you?" 


"I'm just expecting you to be interested. Most people never learn these things about the inner 
workings of their brains." She lay the towel under his head to keep the remaining moisture in his 
hair from dripping onto the table. "But then again, you're not a person. I guess maybe you're not 
always so good at imitating humans, huh?" 


Phantom rolled his eyes and turned his head away from her, a grand gesture so aggressively moody 
it was actually comical, something he had no doubt seen other teenagers do and was merely 
mimicking. Maddie chuckled. She had never seen any other ghost act like this and yet it seemed 
completely in character for Phantom. So like him. Would not have expected anything less from 
him. Would've been disappointed with anything less, honestly. 


It was all an imitation, yes. She knew that. But regardless, it was an imitation he was appropriating 
for his specific ghostly purposes, an imitation that was still uniquely him, an imitation she was set 
on studying just as much as his anatomy and biology and physiology. She would continue to let 
him get away with being snarky and passive aggressive to suit her own scientific purposes of 
figuring out why he acted the way he did. 


He could make any snide remarks or rude gestures he wanted and she'd eagerly record them all in 
her notes. 


Provided they weren't related to a certain topic. Her son— 
not here. 


She put away all of the hair-washing supplies before returning to Phantom's side with a pair of anti- 
ghost metal scissors. "I have a lot I want to accomplish with you tonight. The first being some full 
body MRI and CT scans." She latched on to the zipper at his neck. "Which means this has to come 
off completely." 


She studied his face as she pulled the zipper down his torso in a smooth glide, exposing a 
masculine trail of hair glowing like optical fiber. A peridot sheen lit up his cheekbones. 


He was actually blushing. He was certainly just experiencing fear or stress, but he sure was good at 
manipulating his features to appear like he was embarrassed. 


"Most ghosts have no shame about this," she noted with amusement. "Shame is primarily a human 
characteristic, after all. But as usual, your display of a human emotion is very authentic. Almost 
convincing." 


She placed her hands against his pectoral muscles under the fabric of his suit and spread the 
separated halves as far she could. His veins spidered in faint traces along his sternum and breast 
and up to his neck. Fibrous scars decorated his skin in wandering patterns. 


"But also as usual, none of your ploys are going to stop me." 


She removed the top half of his suit in sections with the anti-ghost scissors, pulling his gloves out 
of the restraints, baring everything. All of the experimental incisions she had inflicted on his sides 
and arms were fully healed now, leaving behind either no marks at all or very faint scars. Perfect. 
Now she could definitely cut him open without holding back. 


She moved lower and cut the fabric along his thighs and calves, casting off his boots, revealing the 
device she had latched into his lower left leg that continuously pumped the Fenton Ghost Solidifier 
into his ecto-stream. His nearly invisible hair stood tall all over his shins. 


Maddie took in the entire sight of his exposed spectral form. On his back, wrists and legs cuffed to 
the table, his skin glowing so bright, brighter than she had ever seen it glow before. Such a pretty 
jade tint washing over his complexion. 


"Don't worry." She tugged lightly at the hem of his shaped boxers. "I'll leave these on." 
Phantom's face only turned greener as he scowled. 


Maddie scooped all the fragments of Phantom's suit into her arms. "All right, this time, I am going 
to lock these up in a containment device that completely neutralizes ghost abilities. See if that will 
prevent it from mending itself and getting back to you." 


She began to walk away but caught sight of Phantom's changed expression. A smirk. A show of 
humor. As if something was actually funny to him. 


"What?" she asked with one cocked brow. "What are you smiling about?" 
Phantom hummed. "You just seem very determined to keep my clothes off." 


Maddie's neck warmed as her grip tightened on the suit fragments. His irreverent gibes and testy 
remarks usually just made her chuckle and gave her something to think about in regard to his 
psychology, but this was something else, this was going too far, this was making an implication 
that she could not let him get away with. 


She hit the side of his face. His cheek colored with the force of her slap but his cocky grin 
remained. 


She quickly walked away from him with her head down and placed his jumpsuit in Vlad's 
neutralizing anti-ghost containment chamber. She switched it on and listened to its rhythmic 
humming, her breathing aligning with it. 


"This is going to make Vlad's power bill skyrocket," she said softly. "I really hope he doesn't hate 
me for this." 


She checked all the settings, adjusted them as needed for her purposes. 
"He could never hate you,” said Phantom in a low murmur. 


Maddie turned back to him sharply. Surely she had misheard. No way Phantom had actually made 
such an utterance. 


From where she could see him now, at this angle, his expression seemed to have once again 
changed. The smirk was gone, replaced with something pensive and melancholy. 


A remarkable actor. 


She filled a needled syringe with a spectral muscle relaxant and returned to him. Bared and laid out 
just for her use. Exactly as she'd been picturing him in her dreams. So exactly like it that she had to 
mentally convince herself that this was reality. 


His eyes were directed at the ceiling, seemingly focused on nothing. She touched his arm but was 
unable to elicit a response. So odd. At times she couldn't get him to shut up and at other times he 
seemed hardly present at all. 


She held up the syringe, bringing him to full attention immediately. His eyes twitched. 


"Just a mild muscle relaxant, Phantom." Maddie pinched his upper arm and pushed in the needle. 
"You won't be completely paralyzed, just very weak." 


His head was already lolling as she pulled out the needle and tossed the whole syringe into the 
nearby trash receptacle. She pressed lightly on his abdomen until she could no longer feel his 
muscles tensing in response. 


A limp doll ready for play. 


She unshackled him, lowered the height of the table, then lifted him by the arm and torso, heaving 
his weight over her shoulder. She groaned as she steadied his body against hers. 


"Okay, now see, normally, my husband would be here to help with this." Maddie chattered 
breathily as she maneuvered him to the large X-ray and MRI machines against the far wall of the 
lab. "He's really big, really strong. He could've easily carried you if you were here. Wouldn't have 
even needed to weaken or sedate you first. As long as your powers were disabled, you'd have no 
way to get out of his grasp. But me, well, I'm strong too, of course, but I'm also smart and I know 
when it's better to play it safe. I need to keep you as weak as possible." 


Phantom's head hung low, his face almost drooping. Effects of the muscle relaxant? Or was he 
really just this unengaged with her? 


She almost wished Jack were here. Phantom made for a terrible conversational partner. 


She locked him into various positions inside and against Vlad's powerful scanning machines. All 
scans required him to be very still, which was no problem with his temporary weakness. 


But his silence and lack of revolt seemed so uncharacteristic. He could speak if he wanted to but 
was merely choosing to be quiet. 


He was now propped up and belted to a faux wall opposite a scanning device that captured digital 
X-ray images of his full body. She studied his blank face, his empty eyes. 


Brainwaves could never tell her what he was really thinking. And what she'd give to somehow rip 
his brain apart and pull out all his thoughts in tangible ribbons. 


But science was never that simple. And that was what she loved most about it. 


She pored over all the generated images of what was inside him, his organs, his nerves, his bones, 
all the things she was eager to see directly with her own eyes. But she had to wait, had to map him 
out first so that she could plan the best way to dissect him, where to start, major arteries to be 
mindful of, anything and everything she needed to know in order to keep him alive during the 
process. 


So human, so incredibly human. The magnetic resonance and computed tomography images 
showed all of the internal features she'd expect to see in a typical human body. Sizing, placement, 
organ types, vessels. Nothing was unusual in terms of human anatomy. 


She looked over at him again. Threads of pulsating light oscillated above his skin in ethereal 
waves. 


Phantom was definitely a ghost. 


Perhaps this was just part of his ghostly abilities, the power to imitate humans so well not just in 
manner and speech but also in physical appearance, inside and out. The power to fool humans into 
believing he was truly one of them so that he could manipulate them into doing whatever he 
wanted. 


Well. His tricks would never work on her. He was not human no matter how convincing his 
display, his appearance. He was only a ghost. Her ghost. Her prisoner. Her specimen. 


She stared at the X-ray images of his bones again. Bones. Actual bones. She knew ghosts had them 
—after all, something had to give them form—but the way they moved and shapeshifted made 
them almost impossible to break, not like human bones that only needed the right pressure at the 
right angle to snap clean in half. 


But with his ghostly molecular changes disabled and his bones no longer pliable, she wondered if 


the amount of force to break them would be similar to the force it'd take to break human bones. 
What sort of physics could be applied to him in this state? Just how humanlike was he in this 
regard? 


She approached his weakened body held upright only by restraints. She unbelted his left wrist and 
held his hand in hers, inspected all of its parts. The feel of his knuckles, the length of his fingers, 
the give of his palm's ghostly flesh, the bulge of his glimmering veins as they flooded with 
ectoplasm. 


"Have you ever broken a bone before, Phantom?" she asked as she squeezed the base of his index 
finger. 


Phantom lifted his head just a little. "What?" he moaned. 


"Your bones." She continued to put pressure on his finger, gently bent it forward and then back. 
Once, twice, each time pushing it backwards a little farther. "Have you ever broken one before?" 


"Why...why do you ask?" 


"Your natural ghost abilities to become intangible or shapeshift probably make fractures rare. I was 
just wondering if you had ever managed to break something." 


Phantom was quiet for a long beat. Maddie pushed his finger back far enough to make him wince. 
"I—I don't—" He drew in a long, shaking breath. "I mean, yes, I have, but—it wasn't—I mean—" 
"Really? You have?" Maddie hummed to herself. "Did it break easily?" 

"I—I don't really remem—why are you—" 


"I'm just wondering how much force I'd have to apply to break this. With all your bizarre 
humanlike qualities, I'm wondering if you're as fragile as any human with your powers disabled or 
if you still have some spectral resilience." 


Maddie took a firm hold of the back of his hand and grasped his finger. 
"Only one way to find out." 


She pushed hard on his finger, forced it in the direction it was not designed to be bent in. She 
paused for a short moment before bracing herself to bend it back with quick force and pressure. 
She'd have to extract one of his bones at some point to do any real analysis, but for now, simply 
seeing what force was needed to break a small bone would not hinder any of her plans tonight. 


She paused again, her hold on his still unbroken finger relaxing. 


Phantom's breathing sounded odd. His arms were shaking far more than they should've been in his 
weakened state. His whole body was slumping and would have fallen forward if not for the 
restraints holding him to the faux wall. The belt around his right wrist was cutting into his skin and 
drawing small droplets of ectoplasm. 


She dropped his hand and pushed against his shoulders to hold him up, lifted his chin so she could 
see his face. "What's going on? What are you feeling?" 


Phantom kept his eyes on the floor. All that emerged when he spoke were breathy sentence 
fragments. 


She observed the shuddering motions of his chest. "Are you...wow, are you hyperventilating?" Her 
mouth fell open in a wide grin. "You are, aren't you! I've never seen a ghost hyperventilate before. 
Hang on, wait, I'll be right back." 


She rebelted his left wrist to the wall before dashing to one of the cabinets and hastily grabbing the 
machine she needed. She returned to his trembling form, pleased to see he was still struggling to 
balance his breathing. 


She clamped a pulse oximeter on his finger and held up the machine it was wirelessly connected 
to. She bounced on her toes as the readings appeared: respiratory rate, oxygen saturation, carbon 
dioxide concentration. She referred to her previous notes for the base readings she had recorded 
and jotted down the new observations she was seeing here. 


"Your levels of carbon dioxide in your ectoplasm are much lower than they usually are," jabbered 
Maddie. "You're definitely hyperventilating. Jus-—wow—l've never seen this before. This is 
incredible." 


Phantom gasped and heaved. "Can—can you—please, I need to lie down, please—" 


He gasped again, his knees buckling, his body crumpling, forced to stay upright by the restraints 
holding him in place. Maddie hesitated for only a moment before releasing the belts cuffing him 
and guiding him to lie on the floor. She got what she needed. No sense allowing him to pass out 
right now. 


She pulled the oximeter off his finger and sat on her knees beside his head. "What are you 
feeling?" she asked quietly but with authority. 


He lifted his arms a short distance before they fell again with a hard thud. "My hands are...tingling. 
Really bad. So much," he rasped out in harsh whispers. 


"Really? Seriously? They are?" Maddie pressed her fingers together in triumph. "That's what 
commonly happens to humans when we hyperventilate. It's what happens when the carbon dioxide 
concentration is too low in the blood—or in your case, ectoplasm. That's incredible. Really, for a 
ghost to have that sort of physiological response, it's something I've never seen and am 

just so excited about." 


She watched him pull in a deep breath that rattled his chest and then expel it in a short burst just to 
pull in another deep breath. He looked so uncomfortable, in so much pain. 


How completely entrancing. 


After another minute of giddy observation, it became clear to Maddie that Phantom was not going 
to figure out how to rebalance his breathing on his own. At this rate, he was going to faint. 


She looked across the lab at the other equipment she wanted to use before she left for the night. 


She couldn't let him pass out right now. She had work to do. And she needed him in good condition 
if she wanted the best results. 


She could've watched him struggle for hours. But the integrity of her research had to come first. 


She moved closer to him, gently lifting his head and placing it in her lap. "All right, here, let me 
help you out." 


She placed slender gloved fingers on the side of his face and on the vocal paralyzing device 


latched to his neck. Phantom looked up at her with a bleary gaze. One of her fingers brushed close 
to his damaged eye; its clouded appearance was almost pretty. 


"You have to slow down your breathing,” she said calmly. "Your oxygen input and carbon dioxide 
output levels are unbalanced. That's what's making you feel bad, that's why your hands are tingling. 
You're breathing in too deeply and then breathing out too quickly. Try to slow down both your 
inhales and exhales and make them even. That will restore the balance." 


Phantom languorously blinked before closing his eyes and slowing his respiration, each breath still 
shuddering audibly through his spectral lungs. Maddie stole a glance at his quivering hands before 
returning her attention to his face. 


"The Ghost Zone and Earth are two sides of the same coin," she murmured, absently smoothing 
back a few strands of his hair. "We breathe the same way, the same air. The Ghost Zone has the 
same atmospheric make-up as Earth. That's why ghosts can breathe here without a problem, why 
humans can be in the Ghost Zone without protective suits or helmets. And that's why it makes 
sense for hyperventilation to have the same physiological effects for ghosts as it does for humans. 
Isn't that just fascinating?" 


Phantom's breathing was much calmer now. His hands were twitching at his sides but were much 
stiller than before. 


"But like I said, I've never actually seen a ghost hyperventilate before." Maddie pressed a finger to 
his neck to check his pulse. Normal for a human but quick for a ghost. "Ghosts do not usually 
exhibit such panic even in response to extreme torture. Pain, oh yes, they'll show signs of being in 
pain and distress. But not panic. Certainly nothing like what I just saw from you." 


Phantom's eyes partly opened. "Do you think I was faking it?" 


"There's no way you could've faked that," said Maddie. "I was actually able to measure your 
physiological response, and you could not have possibly faked that." 


Phantom's brow furrowed. Maddie chuckled at his reaction. 


"The outward display of your fear and panic is imitation, yes," she explained. "Things like your 
tone of voice, what you say, your expression, those are all imitations of what you've seen humans 
do, imitations you use to try to manipulate humans into feeling a connection with you, sympathy or 
empathy, so that you can get us to do what you want. But your physiological responses like heart 
rate and respiratory rate and carbon dioxide concentration, it is unlikely that you have conscious 
control over those. No, I believe those are not imitations but rather your biological survival 
instincts at work, self-preservation behavior to help you survive." 


She watched his face closely. He seemed to be considering her words. Probably wondering how he 
could use this new information to his advantage. Not that she'd ever let him trick her, but it'd be 
amusing to see him try. 


"[ have to admit that your imitation of outward emotional responses is far more poignant and 
realistic than what I've seen from any other ghost," said Maddie quietly, once again playing with 
strands of his shimmering hair. "Your displays of emotion do seem almost real at times. And 
truthfully, I am willing to admit when one of my hypotheses is wrong. That's why you're here, after 
all. So I can test my hypotheses and see if they are correct or not. If I wasn't willing to entertain the 
idea that I could be wrong, there'd be no point in testing you for anything." 


His mouth fell open. 


Maddie playfully tapped his cheek a couple times. "I don't think I'm wrong, though." She moved 
his head off her lap and stood. "Well, now that your breathing is under control again, let's move on 
to the next experiment, shall we?" 


Phantom was still lying on his back and not moving at all. The muscle relaxant was still in effect, 
good. 


She stared at him, feeling a strange disconnect from her surroundings, from herself. His gleaming 
skin, his dazzling hair, all right here for her to touch at any time. And he could not stop her. 


It was difficult at times to convince herself this was real, that this boy—this man—this ghost really 
did belong to her now. Someone once so powerful reduced to her property. 


Like conquering God. 


She looked at the other end of the lab where the environmental chamber was located. She sighed 
deeply before looking down at Phantom again. 


Well. He wasn't going to get to the other side of the lab on his own. 


She bent down and lugged him over her shoulder again, groaning with his weight as she dragged 
him across the lab, sweating with the effort. Phantom's head rested against her, his hair feeling like 
cool smoke inside her ear. 


She heaved him into the environmental chamber, caught her breath, then secured him with the 
restraints inside so that he'd remain upright. She attached sensors to his chest and head and ensured 
they were all properly reading his ghostly vitals. Her hands shook as she finished all preparations. 


This was...fun. Enjoyable. She had never had this much fun with any other specimen before. 


His head hung low, dropped onto his chest which was now gently expanding and contracting in 
calm rhythm. She kept the door to the chamber open for some time, waiting for him to perhaps 
raise his head and make eye contact with her, some act of defiance or rebellion. 


His silence and lack of resistance seemed strange. Not like him at all. 


She closed the chamber door and positioned herself at the control panel. Perhaps she could find a 
way to make him break his silence, draw some screams through his partially numbed vocal cords. 
She liked a challenge. 


She began slowly, gently, easily. She had to be careful when testing his limits, could not allow him 
to break or succumb too soon. She had so much more planned for him, so much more to put him 
through. To force him through. 


He handled the low temperatures quite well. She watched him closely with each fraction of a 
lowered degree, adjusting slowly in the beginning before decreasing the intervals between 
temperature changes. She played with the humidity but ignored the other more extreme settings for 
now. She certainly wanted to try out the vacuum and altitude and electromagnetic radiation and 
electrodynamic vibration settings oh YES she wanted to try them all! but she had to keep the 
variables low for now. That would allow for more precise results and data she could work with to 
inform future tests. 


The temperature dropped in the chamber. For the longest time, he showed almost no reaction to the 
climatic changes. The temperature approached freezing, dropped below freezing. He was still 
mostly unresponsive and unmoving. 


Maddie pouted. Well, this was disappointing and not at all exciting. Sure, it was normal for ghosts 
to resist these low temperatures, but Phantom's body temperature was so much higher than the 
average ghost's temperature. She had been expecting some sort of reaction by now at least, some 
sort of indication that the cold was starting to affect him. To hurt him. 


She dipped the temperature lower and lower until something changed, until something spiked in his 
vitals. His complexion ashened, tiny pinpricks of muscular contraction dotted his skin, quick 
shivers tore through his limbs and chest. 


She lowered the temperature even more, watching the convulsions in his body strengthen and 
lengthen, his muscles stiffen, his dark lips quiver, his teeth chatter, his eyes shut tight. 


The only thing that could've made this reaction more beautiful was screaming. 


She began increasing the temperature, moving it up and up and up above freezing and then higher, 
surpassing the temperature at which most ghosts began to exhibit discomfort. Phantom seemed 
okay at these higher temperatures, which was more aligned with what she expected considering his 
body temperature. He had managed to surprise her by handling the cold temperatures so well, but 
this, his resistance to higher temperatures, this made sense. 


The moment he stopped handling the heat so well was sudden, quick, an immediate change in his 
breathing, oxygen levels, and posture. His head drooped, his wrists strained against the shackles 
that held him up, his deep gasps resounded within the chamber. 


Maddie took note of the appearance of his skin, the noticeable lack of sweat, the rush of ectoplasm 
flooding his complexion. She made the temperature climb even more. His respiration became even 
more ragged, his heart rate climbed, his coloring turned even greener. 


He was on the verge of losing consciousness again. 
Thrilling. 


She gradually brought the temperature back down and watched his vital signs closely for 
indications of improving stability. She had every intention of pushing him past his limits 
eventually. But not now. No, first she needed to find his limits so that she could methodically push 
him past them later. She had to do all she could to keep him in good condition for as long as 
possible. After all, she had so many plans for him. He needed to survive for at least a few weeks. 


She switched off the climate chamber, opened the door, and unlocked the restraints that held him 
up. He fell forward beyond the door onto his hands and knees, the sensors connected to his skin 
ripping away and dangling inside the chamber. 


Maddie watched him heave and gasp while his arms and legs provided shaky support. The muscle 
relaxant was probably starting to wear off. She glanced back at the counter where all of the 
medications and drugs were kept, debating whether she should give him another paralytic 
injection. 


She returned her attention to Phantom, observed the movement of his back muscles and shoulder 
blades as his breaths evened and quieted. Every contraction, every ripple, every wave under his 
skin, so lovely in their sporadic oscillations. 


"Is this it?" His voice was hoarse, his head low as he spoke to the floor. "Are you done for now?" 


His position on his hands and knees, his distraught tone. 


This was not a mere question. He was begging her to give him the answer he wanted. 
Maddie stared down at his shuddering form a while longer. 
"No," she said. "I'm not done yet." 


He raised his head just enough that she could see his expression, so crushed, crestfallen, 
despairing. 


She simply had to smile. 


"Really, Phantom." She chuckled and placed her hands on her hips. "This was not even the worst 
thing I've done to you so far. And I certainly plan on doing worse in the future. You might want to 
think about toughening up." 


He raised his head even more. A hateful glare crossed over his countenance, causing his non- 
damaged eye to flash. She smirked in triumph. A show of resistance, finally, here he was. The 
Phantom she knew, the Phantom she wanted here, the Phantom she wanted to force through test 
after procedure after experiment. 


The Phantom she absolutely was not yet done with for the night. 


She moved him into a small soundproofed room, his body and muscles still weak enough for her to 
control. She shackled his arms and legs to the chair in the room, secured his torso in such a way 
that he would not be able to slump even in his debilitated state. 


After taking a quick look inside each of his ear canals using an otoscope, she set a pair of 
headphones over his ears and positioned the microphone in front of his mouth. She placed a button 
device in each of his hands and wrapped their straps over his fingers and wrists so that he'd have no 
way to let go of them. 


She looked him over. He refused to make any eye contact with her. 


The silence in the room became so much louder. No echoes. A small breath, a rustling of clothes, 
everything was so uncomfortably loud. 


Vlad's anechoic chamber was certainly far more advanced than the one she and Jack had set up at 
Fenton Works. And she needed to get out of here. Being in this room was almost painful. 


She gave Phantom one final look before leaving him alone and shutting the door. 


In the observation room directly across from the chamber, she switched on the computer and 
opened up the programs she needed. She put on her head and mic set and looked through the 
separating window at Phantom. His vacant gaze was aimed low. 


"Phantom, can you hear me?" she asked into her microphone. 
Phantom did not reply. 


"I'm going to test your hearing," said Maddie. "It will be very straightforward. All you need to do is 
listen for the beeping sounds. When you hear something in your right ear, press the button in your 
right hand. Left ear, button in left hand. Do you understand?" 


No reply. 


"It's nice you're so humanlike," continued Maddie. "Jack and I once had to figure out how to do this 


with a ghost that had nine ears. But you, you make things so simple for me." 


Phantom's eyes raised and glared right at her through the window. Confirmation that he could 
definitely hear her, good. 


Maddie played the first sound, a mid-frequency tone of moderate volume in his left ear. Phantom 
did not respond. She played the tone again a little louder. Still no response. 


"Phantom," she said sternly. "I know you can hear this first tone." 
Phantom looked off to the side. 


"You were so keen on being done before," said Maddie. "The sooner you cooperate with me, the 
sooner I'll leave for the night." 


Maddie played another tone, but Phantom still pressed neither button. 
"Phantom!" Maddie growled. "Fine. I gave you a chance." 


Using a control panel set up on the desk next to the computer, she sent a signal to the button 
devices in his hands. He reacted to the resulting electric shocks immediately, his body jumping and 
his eyes shutting tight as he yelped and hissed. 


"Do you want to let me know if you can hear this tone now?" 


Maddie played the sound again, made it even louder this time. He stared at the button in his left 
hand, his lips pressed with distress, conflict. 


She sent another shock of higher current to the devices in his hands. Phantom convulsed and cried 
out, his raspy voice still sounding somewhat echoey even in the insulated chamber. She could hear 
him panting into his microphone. 


"Here it is again, Phantom. I can do this for as long as you want." 


Maddie played the tone again and waited. Phantom's hands were shaking, his lips quivering. His 
eyes appeared somewhat misty, his damaged left eye looking even more deluged with broken ecto- 
vessels than before. 


"Still not going to cooperate?" Maddie sighed. "All right, Phantom. Up to you." 


She moved to send another shock his way but paused when something new appeared on her 
computer screen: an affirming signal from the device in Phantom's left hand. 


She looked through the window again. Phantom's eyes were unfocused but drooping. The corners 
of his mouth were trembling. 


She had never seen him look this sad before. Hell, she had never seen any ghost look this sad 
before. Such a genuine display of defeat and despondence. 


There was something so strangely familiar about this display, this exact expression on his face. 
Like she had seen it somewhere before. Her heartbeat quickened. 


But he was only a ghost. No matter how convincing his show of emotion was, it was still only an 
imitation. She had to ignore her human feelings of sympathy. She could not let a ghost trick her 
into thinking he deserved any. 


She continued the test, playing tones at various frequencies and volumes. Phantom surrendered 
completely and responded with button presses appropriately. But his expression never changed. It 
only seemed to get sadder. 


She wished she understood why he kept trying to present imitated emotions to her. Perhaps he just 
couldn't help it. Perhaps it was an obsessive compulsive act he could not give up. 


She glanced at him through the window once more before resolving to keep her focus on the 
computer screen instead. 


Once the test was complete, she printed the results and studied them before leaving the control 
room and rejoining her captive in the anechoic chamber. He did not acknowledge her presence. 


"Do you want to know how you did?" Maddie removed his headphone set and the button devices 
in his hands. "Your hearing is on par with the average hearing abilities of a human teen or young 
adult. Which is what I was expecting considering that your ears appeared very normal for a human 
when I looked in your canals earlier." 


Phantom continued to be completely unresponsive, his depressed demeanor from earlier now 
changing into something sulkier. She was reminded of how Danny would act while she lectured 
him about some misbehavior or disobedience— 


stop, change the subject 


She placed a loose fist against her chin as she tried to decide the best way to conduct her final test. 
His arms and legs were still shackled to the chair. His head was forward and hanging, his shining 
bangs obscuring his face. 


She didn't want to move him again. The muscle relaxant appeared to have worn off completely 
judging by his controlled position in the chair. She'd have to inject him again if she wanted to 
move him. That or she'd have to use the Fenton Thermos and then wait for him to regain 
consciousness. And she was pretty tired by this point, didn't want to wait. 


And she definitely wanted him awake for this last task of the night. 


She decided to leave him chained to this chair and moved out of the soundproofed room to 
rummage around Vlad's lab and find anything that would work for her plan. A low folding table 
was in one of the closets—okay, that would work. A few cinder blocks were on the floor of the 
hardware closet. She wasn't sure why Vlad had cinder blocks, but sure, one of those would work 
great. In the same closet hanging on a wall was a sturdy sledgehammer. Perfect. And a thick sturdy 
belt from one of the cabinets completed her quest. 


She lugged the supplies into the anechoic chamber, panting as she set down the heavy cinder 
block. Phantom's head lifted at the sound of the heavy thud. His head raised even more as Maddie 
brought in the other items, his expression immediately morphing into alarm. 


"Please forgive the crudity here." Maddie positioned the low folding table in front of him. It 
reached a height just below his knees. "I would normally do this in a more controlled manner, but I 
don't want to move you again, and I'm sure I can get this to work here." 


She unshackled his right leg and set it on the low table, stretching it out in front of him. She heaved 
the cinder block onto the table and placed it against his knee, using the belt to secure it in place. 
She then picked up the sledgehammer and lightly tapped different parts of his lower leg, 
calculating the best point at which to swing. 


"What are you doing?" asked Phantom, low hysteria evident in his tone. 


"I really did want to break your finger before, you know. Before you distracted me with your 
hyperventilating." Maddie held the sledgehammer at various heights, mapping out the arc in her 
head. "I want to get an idea of the strength of your bones with your powers disabled. And of 
course, I want to see how they might heal on their own." 


She had no idea what sort of force she would need. Perhaps she should just give it her all. 


"Wait, please." Phantom's partially devoiced plea echoed only minimally with ghostly descant. "I 
did what you wanted. I didn't even mention—I mean—I don't want to say it, but I didn't mention—' 


"My son?" Maddie finished for him. "You're right. You didn't. And I probably would've broken 
both legs if you did, so you can consider that your reward for good behavior." 


She held the sledgehammer high. She could see Phantom's face out of the corner of her eye, his 
mouth open in a frozen display of shock. She focused on her decided mark as she brought down the 
hammer and slammed it right above his ankle. His lower leg popped out of position with a 
gorgeous crack! Ectoplasm splattered over the table and against the cinder block and onto the floor 
and even across her suit. A gleaming bone splinter protruded through a tear in his skin, streams of 
ectoplasm dribbling along its length. 


Phantom was now slumped in the chair, his head back and his spine reclined. Not the first time she 
had managed to make him pass out. He didn't last long after she slit his eye either. 


She stared at his leg again. His fibula bone would possibly need resetting, but for now, she'd leave 
it until the next day, see if perhaps his ghostly healing powers would somehow reset it on its own. 
It was worth a try. 


He returned to consciousness just as she freed his leg from the cinder block. He began vocally 
expressing his distress almost immediately, no words, not even attempts at words, just screaming 
strings of frantic sounds. Maddie moved her tools out of the room and began cleaning up the rest of 
the lab, wiping down tables and counters and equipment and putting away supplies. All the while, 
she listened to Phantom's moans and cries. 


Good thing she had thought to partially paralyze his vocal cords or else his ghostly wail would've 
probably destroyed half the lab by now. 


She returned to the soundproofed room and cleaned the splattered ectoplasm using disinfectant. 
Phantom's loud anguish quieted into breathy whimpers. Once all of the ectoplasm was gone, she 
stood and stretched, yawned. It was definitely time for her to go home and hopefully get a couple 
hours of sleep. She briefly considered moving Phantom back to the operating table before deciding 
she was far too tired now. He was shackled securely to the chair already; no need to move him 
anywhere else. 


She brought in an IV pole and drip system and quickly set up a line into his arm. No way was she 
going to let him get dehydrated again, especially not after such a traumatic injury. She checked the 
device on his left leg containing the Fenton Solidifier to ensure there was enough to keep his 
powers disabled. She looked him over a final time, making sure she hadn't missed anything, that he 
was ready to be alone for another twenty or so hours. 


"If you start hyperventilating again," said Maddie, "just remember what I told you. You need to 
keep your breaths even and slow." 


Phantom ducked his head with a low sob. 


She shut off the light and left him alone. She debated closing the door and locking him up 
completely in the painfully silent room—would certainly be interesting to see how well he did— 
but she really didn't want to risk returning to a drooling cataleptic. Perhaps she'd try locking him up 
in here when he didn't have an agonizing injury to deal with at the same time. 


She kept the door to the anechoic chamber wide open and did a final visual sweep of the lab before 
leaving entirely. 


She stood outside the lab building and breathed in the fresh night air that smelled of spring. 


And now everything that was not Danny had to remain locked away behind her. 


once I find you, I will never let you go 
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Once I find you, I will never let you go. 


Didn't he miss her at all? Didn't he love her even a little? How could he do this to her? 


He wanted to lie down again. It was almost funny now how he before wanted to be in any other 
position besides lying down and she had so graciously granted his request by strapping him to this 
chair. 


Almost funny because the undulations shocking his lower leg and the stinging slit in his eye and 
the burning scorch marks on his palms and the pricking IV needle in his arm and the disorienting 
acoustics of the room could in no way allow him to feel any sort of mirth at all. 


There was morphine somewhere in this lab. The scientist had said she wouldn't waste any on him, 
but obviously that meant it was here in one of the cabinets or drawers and it could be inserted into 
his IV line and then he'd be okay, he'd be wonderful, he'd maybe even be just a little happy. 


Hydrocodone could never be enough for this. It would have to be something stronger this time. 
He'd certainly settle for hydrocodone or even something as weak as acetaminophen. Anything, 
anything, he'd take anything, please God, if there was somehow a God that could maybe care 
about him for just a moment. 


Or maybe the scientist was right and God really had taken her side. Maybe God thought this was 
what he deserved for turning his body into such an unholy abomination. 


But he didn't know, he didn't mean to, please, he didn't know this would happen. 


He didn't know his eye would be knifed open and that he'd actually be able to feel the ectoplasm 
pumping out of it in nauseating spurts down his face and into his mouth. He had no idea he'd lose 
all vision in that eye. He had no idea it would still hurt this much days (nights?) later, like a trapped 
thorn he couldn't rub out. 


He had no idea he'd actually give in to her, that she'd actually break him into submission. But the 
electrical burns on the inside of his hands were damning evidence of his weakness. He had resisted 
as long as he could but it hurt so much and he was exhausted and he just wanted her to /eave, to 
leave him alone already. His palms now flared with crackling heat, a constant reminder of his 
enslavement. 


And he absolutely definitely could not have ever guessed that she'd take a sledgehammer to his leg 
and slam it into the side of his shin with such accuracy that his bone would splay and splinter and 
split and that the blow would jolt and collapse every nerve in his body and that the broken bone 
would pop out of his skin so that he could actually see it and all the ectoplasm clinging to it that 
had now dried and all the palpitating sinews and muscle and he could feel it he could feel so much 
and lit up by his natural spectral glow he could see it could see it all. 


And he could hear it all. This room, this echoless soundless room, everything in his body was 
amplified. His eyelid fluttering over his torn cornea. His nerves quivering under his skin. His 
arteries ticking in pulsing rhythm. The fluid from the IV drip circulating through his veins. Each 
breath scratching its way through his throat. Every beat of his heart, low and dull and heavy. 


She had left the door open. An act of mercy, or perhaps she had just forgotten. He tried to focus on 
the sounds outside this room, the digital whirrings, the electrical dronings, the AC gusts. 


And somewhere out there, amidst all that noise, there was morphine. 


Through the minutes and hours and maybe even days—he couldn't tell—just thinking about that 
morphine was a comfort while strapped to this chair, his swollen right leg propped up on a table, 
unable to move even an inch without sending a shock up his spine. 


Another sleepless day. Or night. Whichever it was. Both. Neither. Maybe he existed outside of time 
here. 


Only she could rescue him. Only she could liberate him. His savior and captor. If God did exist, 
maybe she was it. And she had chosen his body as his sacrifice to her. 


He never wanted to see her again and hoped she would somehow just forget about him and never 
return but then he was also glancing out the door every few seconds and listening for any new 
sounds hoping to hear the familiar click of her boots on the floor. 


He had no idea what she would do to him next, but he did know he was ready for this particular 
phase of his hell to be over. 


Even if the next phase was worse, he wanted to move on. 


A new sound at last, a heavy door opening and shutting. A light switched on outside the anechoic 
chamber. Lithe footsteps drew close and then moved past. Danny's skin prickled, his breaths loud 
and sharp. 


But he could never let her know what he was really feeling. He could never let her know just how 
much pain he was in. He couldn't give her that satisfaction. He had given her too much already. 


She was still out in the main part of the lab. What was she doing? He wanted her to just get in here 
already but then he also wanted her to stay away forever but then he also wanted to just get this 
next part of his torture over with but then he also wanted to delay it for as long as possible but then 
he also wanted to see her again but then he also wanted to never see her again. 


She cried out with squeals of celebration and flipped on the light in the anechoic chamber. Danny 
shut his eyes against the harsh brightness. His broken leg jerked, but he held in a gasp. 


"Your suit!" Maddie held up his jumpsuit. All in one piece again, not cut at all. "It worked! Placing 
it in the neutralizing containment chamber worked! It's not on you this time!" 


Danny gave her a dull stare, no energy for a snarky congratulations for keeping his clothes off, not 


when he had to focus on displaying no signs of pain. 


"I'm going to have to run some tests on it in the future." Maddie set the suit down on the table in 
front of Danny. "And I won't be locking it up again. Too expensive to keep it in the neutralizing 
chamber. But I'm so glad to have figured that out!" 


Danny leaned his head back and turned from her as much as he could. 


"You feeling okay?" She approached him with a frown beneath her orange goggles. "You look 
pale." 


She removed one of her gloves and placed her bare hand against his forehead under his bangs. 
Danny kept his head turned from her. 


"I guess I was a little hard on you last night." She glanced at his leg. "I need you to be healthy. I 
just get so excited, so carried away. But I really need to keep your health and limitations in mind if 
I want you to hold out long enough for what I want to accomplish." 


Danny kept his gaze on the far wall as her fingers roamed his face. 


"But how are you feeling?" she asked. "Do you feel sick at all? Nauseous? Did you hyperventilate 
again while I was gone?" 


He remained unresponsive. 


"Ignoring me, huh?" Maddie took her hand away from his face and put her glove back on. "That's 
all right. Not like I need you to talk." She placed both of her gloved hands on either side of his face 
and forced him to look at her. "You're still my favorite specimen." 


Danny stared right into her goggles with somber expression. But when she broke into a wide grin, 
he could not hold back a grimace. 


"Your eye!" She pried open his left eye. "It's glowing! It's actually glowing! Just a little, still pretty 
dim. But there's definitely a glow!" 


She moved in closer to his face. Danny tightened his jaw. 


"It looks so much better. Still an obvious tear straight across, but it doesn't look as marbled as last 
night." She tilted his head back. "Can you see out of this eye now?" 


He was all set to tell her very tiredly that no he still could not see and of course he could not see 
because she had sliced it in half and what did she think was going to happen? 


But he noticed something new in his vision. 
He closed his right eye just to be sure. He could see outlines, vague shapes. Dark and indistinct. 


"Phantom, can you please just tell me if you can see anything or not out of this eye?" Maddie 
demanded. 


He could see her. 


The light in the room picked up her edges, delineated her form. The shine of her goggles glared 
brightest. And underneath, he could make out the blur of her lips. 


For this small moment, the pain in his leg was gone. 


"Fine, I won't make you talk now." Maddie pulled the IV line out of his arm. "But just for tonight. 
Until you're healthy again." 


She knelt beside the table that his leg was propped on. All of the pain returned in a pounding rush 
as she studied the bone jutting out of his shin. Her fingers traced over his lower leg, sending shivers 
all the way up to his neck. 


"Your healing powers are definitely working," she said. "Your skin has closed up quite a bit. Not 
even that much swelling. But with your other ghostly molecular changes disabled, your body was 
apparently unable to reset your bone on its own." She stood. "I had a hunch that would happen. But 
the only way to know for sure was to give it a try. I learned something, and that's all that matters." 


Her gaze moved to his face. Danny did not like the smile stretching her lips. 


"Good news and bad news for you." Her tone sounded so light and nonchalant. "Good news is, I'm 
going to ensure your leg heals properly. Bad news is, I'm going to have to reset your bone myself. 
And with how well your skin has already closed up, that means some significant surgery." 


Danny's pulse speared his neck and chest. 
"But not here." Maddie walked out of the room. "Not here; this needs to be done on the table." 


She reappeared with a Fenton Thermos. Danny rolled his eyes. God damn it, he hated being sucked 
into that stupid thing. It was no wonder all other ghosts hated him so much for always using it as 
his trap of choice. 


She aimed it at him. His vision filled with light and then he could feel that familiar stretching and 
pulling sensation and then he was groggily blinking everything back into focus. How long had he 
been unconscious? He hoped it had been hours. 


He was looking at the ceiling above the table in the main room. The acoustics were normal again, 
no more stifling silence. And he was lying down. It felt so good to lie down even if his arms and 
legs were belted and immobilized. 


He tried to remember what it was like to move freely. The memory wouldn't come. 


Maddie was at the lower end of the table by his right leg. She looked at images on a nearby 
computer screen while writing notes. 


He lifted his head. On his leg, he could see what appeared to be guidelines for incisions drawn in 
marker. And his bone was still protruding from his shin. 


"Oh, my God." He groaned and lay his head back on the table, his voice weak and raspy as each 
word pulled from his throat. "You couldn't do that while I was out?" 


"Oh, you're awake." Maddie continued to write notes. "I needed to take some X-rays first. I have to 
know exactly what the break looks like and how I'm going to set your bone back in place. I have to 
make a plan first." 


She placed a surgical headlight just above her goggles and switched it on. She then affixed a mask 
over her mouth and nose and began sterilizing the target area of his leg. 


"I can't just open your leg and try to move anything without planning first." Her words were 
slightly muffled behind her mask. "That would be very bad technique. I actually do want your leg 
to heal properly." 


She was prepping his leg. She was—she was— 
ohgodohgodohgodohgodohgodohgod 


She was going to cut his leg open and snap his bone back into place and she wasn't going to use 
any anesthetic and she was going to do it right here right now and there was nothing he could do to 
stop it. 


This was real this was impending this was actual. 
This was going to hurt this was going to be painful. 
This was going to happen soon soon soon soon soon soon soon— 


Danny attempted to brace himself in any way he possibly could. Cutting open his eye, slamming a 
hammer into his leg, at least she had done those quickly and without warning. This right here, 
knowing it was about to happen and having to actually wait for it to happen, this was agonizing, 
this was terrifying, this was making each breath shallow and jagged and each hand numb and 
prickly. 


"You're hyperventilating again, aren't you?" asked Maddie. 
Danny closed his eyes. 


"I guess I can let you pass out if you want. It would certainly keep you still. I'm debating whether I 
should inject you with a muscle relaxant." She caressed the length of his lower leg, jostled his knee 
and ankle joints, tightened the belt holding his leg down. "I think this should keep you stable, 
though. Just try not to move too much for me, okay?" 


Danny swallowed, focused on his breathing. His hands restrained above his head hurt so much, 
screaming in response to the drop in carbon dioxide in his ecto-stream. 


Something pressed against his chest. Danny jumped. 


"These are just to monitor you,” said Maddie, applying two other electrodes to his chest and a 
pressure cuff around his arm. "Doesn't mean I'm going to go easy on you, but I at least want to be 
aware of how you're doing." She pushed a stray lock of white hair out of his eyes. "Besides, I have 
a feeling you're going to have different physical reactions than other ghosts. I'd like to get some 
number readings to go along with them." 


She pulled up a tray of surgical instruments and looked over her notes before picking up a lancet 
and poising it over his leg near his jutted bone. 


The beeping of the monitor connected to the electrodes on his chest spiked in frequency. He 
wanted to beg her to wait, to stop, to please sedate him first, please, he'd do literally anything she 
wanted if she'd just give him some kind of anesthetic. 


But he forced the impulse to beg down his throat and behind tightly closed eyes because he did not 
want to display such humiliating weakness with her again especially since she'd probably just get a 
thrill out of him begging her for anything. 


The first cut stung and erupted into a fierce burn as the knife split apart his nerves and dug in deep, 
so deep he was sure it was going straight through his entire leg. Sticky fluid leaked and ran down 
his skin, clinging to his hairs raised with panicked adrenaline. 


He had no idea which direction the knife was moving in, could not discern its position amidst the 
relentless nerve firings. He couldn't even tell if she was making cuts in multiple areas or if this was 
just one long agonizing incision. There was no making sense of it. He could only comprehend that 
it was pain and that was all, that was it, this pain was now his entire life and there was nothing else 
to his existence. 


He wasn't a ghost, he wasn't a socially awkward teenager, he wasn't a hero for the town, he wasn't a 
complete failure in school, he wasn't a victim of bullying, he wasn't a good bowler, he wasn't 
Danny, he was just this this THIS THIS. 


His lungs burned. He gasped and screamed through a breath before it hitched again, his whole 
body stiff as he tried desperately to find some way to relieve the pain in his leg. 


The lights above him were so hot. His head filled with fever. 


He had to breathe again. He didn't want to. Breathing meant relaxing his diaphragm which 
intensified the pain. Breathing meant screaming again and admitting that she was actually hurting 
him. 


Why was she still not done? Was she aiming to knife through every fiber of his leg? Destroy it so 
thoroughly just to see if his supernatural healing powers could sew him back together again? 


His stiffened muscles began to collapse. His body shook and writhed, his hands and arms clenched, 
his lungs caught fire again. 


He had to lose and she had to win because she was in charge and he had to obey and she owned 
him and he belonged to her and she had set him up for failure because she wanted him to fail. 


He gave up. 


His muscles broke down and sank against the table. Every scream that could possibly exist inside 
of him was dragged out of his aching lungs. All the tears he could possibly possess forced their 
way out in acrid streams that rubbed his face raw. 


Amidst the frenetic sirening of the machines he was connected to, he could hear the crunch and 
pop of his bone. He could feel it. A shock ripped through his whole leg and up his back to right 
behind his eyes. 


His hands shook and tingled again. A cold spot formed at the crown of his head and travelled down 
his neck. Bright blotches flared across his vision. 


You're my favorite, he thought he heard her whisper. I’m only doing this because I love you. 


She was standing over him. She wiped his face with a soft towel. It might've felt nice if his leg 
wasn't throbbing and jolting. 


Everything was so quiet now. No more beeping machines. All he could hear was his own panting. 


Maddie dabbed at his eyes a couple more times with the towel before giving him a small smile, no 
longer hidden behind a mask. "You are so dramatic." 


More tears flooded his eyes, but his blistered vocal cords would not allow a response. 


"You'll be pleased to know that I was able to successfully reset your bone," she said with a swell of 
pride, her chin lifting. "And I have every confidence that it will heal correctly and fully based on 


what I have ascertained about your healing powers." 


His bone his leg oh God it hurt it hurt even more than before how dare she tell him he'd be pleased 
he was the exact opposite of that. 


"But to ensure accurate healing, I stitched it up for you." 


She gestured to the surgical sutures running along the length of his shin, beaming as if she had 
done him a favor. With no energy to lift his head, Danny could only just barely see the stitches. 


"So at worst, you'll end up with a really bad scar. And I do expect at least some scarring 
considering the way your eye is healing." She patted his knee gently, sending nudges of pain 
racing through his whole leg. "And I didn't cast it so that I can X-ray it more easily in the next few 
days. Just splinted it." 


He hated when she talked to him like this. Absolutely hated it. Why couldn't she just keep her 
stupid narrations and observations and ideas and conclusions to herself? Why did she think he 
cared? 


He supposed she was used to talking to his dad during their research and experimentation. 
Did that make him her replacement for Jack here? With all its uncomfortable implications? 


She held up a sealed plastic bag containing a small fragment of something white and shiny. His 
eyes locked on it. He didn't even need her to tell him what it was. 


It was him. That was him in that bag. 


"IT couldn't resist," said Maddie. "I broke off a small piece of your bone. Just so I can do some 
analysis. Took some marrow too. But you should still heal just fine." 


She had broken his body and stolen a piece of him. A piece he'd never get back. 
How long until he was scattered in pieces all around this lab? 


Putrid slush oozed its way up his esophagus and licked at the back of his tongue, but he forced it 
down with a hard swallow. 


She was still talking. He had no idea what she was saying anymore. Didn't care to try to understand 
her ramblings about just how fascinating his suffering was to her. 


He could feel every pulse of ectoplasm shooting through his leg. Scorching and nauseating pain 
pierced throughout his broken shin. 


But it was over. 

He pulled in a long breath and blew it out slowly. 

It was done, it was finished. He had survived, he had endured, he was still here, and it was all over. 
He had been so stressed before, so afraid, in so much pain but now it was done. 


How strange it was that he could feel so much better in comparison to before, that he could 
actually consider this to be relaxing. 


She placed a bare hand against his forehead. He shuddered. 


"You feel a little warm." Her fingers moved down to his neck, his upper chest. "Your healing 
powers are good, but maybe I should give you some ecto-antibiotics just to be safe. I don't want 
you getting an infection. Not now, anyway." 


Her hand moved to right above his heart. Danny could feel its wobbly movements beating against 
her palm. 


"I think your body's been through enough tonight,” she murmured. 
Danny's eyebrows lifted. Did he hear her right? Was she going to leave? Was this really it for now? 


"I'll take it easy with you for the rest of the night," she said. "You don't need more trauma for now. 
I need you to heal well so you'll be in good condition for next time." 


She moved behind him and shuffled through drawers and cabinets. Of course she wasn't going to 
leave so soon. He should've known. He should've never gotten his hopes up. He should just always 
expect the worse from now on. Then maybe he'd get lucky and be pleasantly surprised if she opted 
to cut off just a finger instead of his whole hand. 


She returned with only a packet of paper in her hands. No tools, no instruments. She stood above 
his head and flipped through the pages. Danny gazed up at her, at the glare on her goggles. 


What are you going to do to me now? 


She placed the packet on a tray and wrapped her fingers around his neck. Danny tensed and tried to 
move away, but she held him firmly. She dug hard into his neck with the tips of her fingers. Danny 
inhaled sharply but stopped himself from yelping. 


She paused just long enough to write something down before pressing another section of his neck 
right next to the vocal fold paralyzer she had attached to him. Was she trying to break something? 
Burst something? It sure felt like it. 


She stopped again to write a note before resuming her deep kneading of his neck. She continued 
for some time, feeling something in his neck, writing something down, feeling again. Danny could 
not hold back his grimaces for very long. It felt as if she were trying to drill a hole through his skin 
with just her fingers. 


Where was her narration this time? Why wasn't she telling him what she was doing? He hated 
when she spoke to him but he also didn't particularly like not knowing her intentions for him. 


She hooked right under his jawbone and sank in deep. The intensity sprang tears in his eyes and a 
whine in his throat. He clenched his jaw, relaxed it, clenched it again, unable to decide which 
brought more relief. She moved up farther along the lower half of his face, pushing into his 
cheekbones, around his mouth, near his ears. 


Okay, this...this was bad. This really hurt. But he had felt worse. He was still feeling worse. The 
pain in his leg was far more excruciating than this, so he...he shouldn't complain. He should just 
put up with this and be grateful she wasn't doing anything worse. 


She jabbed upward into his cheekbones. He could not stop himself from crying out. 
Okay, no, never mind, this was terrible and he wanted it to stop immediately. 


"What are you doing?" he hissed, his words mangled and hoarse and tearing up his shattered throat 
even more, each word resonating in his neck and travelling to his broken leg with brutal vibration. 


Maddie ceased movement for a beat, releasing the pressure she had been applying to his face. 


"I'm feeling your muscles, getting an idea of their strength, rigidity." She picked up the packet of 
paper from earlier. "Eventually, I want to determine the ectoplasm and nerve supply for at least the 
major muscles, for now, I'm just comparing the location and existence of your muscles to that of 
humans. And so far, every single muscle you have is identical to a human's. It's incredible." 


Her hands moved back down to his neck. She poked different areas as she continued to speak. 


"Sternocleidomastoid—right here—scalene muscles—here, here, and here—longus colli and 
longus capitis muscles—see, they're all here!" 


He already regretted asking her anything. Of course she was just going to start rambling again. 


"You carry a lot of tension in your neck. Did you know that? Some neck massages might've done 
you some good. Not now, though, of course. None of that matters for you now, obviously." 


Air blew through his nostrils as he pressed his lips. 


"I want to check out your posterior muscles too at some point, but it wouldn't be safe to turn you 
over now. You have plenty of anterior muscles to keep me busy anyway." 


She pushed into an area close to his sternum, causing him to flinch and sink in lower against the 
table to try to get away from her. 


"And there's a section of the rectus abdominis muscle right there." Her lips curled into a pert smile. 
"Your appearance really is designed to appeal to humans, isn't it? Especially girls." 


Coming from his mother, such a comment about his appearance was usually flattering albeit 
embarrassing. But coming from this woman who was absolutely definitely not his mother, it 
sounded only derogatory and mocking. 


When he looked at her again, her smile was completely gone. The lower half of her face dragged 
downward. 


"Why are you so humanlike?" Her goggles were fixated on his torso. "I've studied multiple 
humanoid ghosts, but I've never seen a ghost translate from their original human form 
so...perfectly." 


Her fingers glided across his chest. 


"In terms of human anatomy, you appear to be a perfect rendition. I mean, that's not to say all of 
your organs function in the exact same way as a human's, but in terms of physical characteristics— 
size, shape, location—everything I've investigated so far has been identical." 


She was groping him all over, and he was powerless to stop her. 


"And you don't have memories of your previous life at all?" she asked. "Because that could explain 
why you look this way. I wish there were some way to figure out who you used to be, how you 
died, what your aspirations were." 


He didn't care who he used to be anymore. No one else ever did. 
"Is this how you used to look? Do you remember that at least?" 


Her words seemed directed to him but her tone did not. Danny didn't even have an answer for her. 


Girls never showed any interest in his human appearance, so he had to guess that no, he did not 
look the same. Somehow, he looked different to everyone when he was transformed. Danny 
Phantom was apparently worthy of admiration, praise, attention; Danny Fenton was a nobody with 
no future and deserved nothing more than pity and reproach. 


"I feel like you're a link." Her fingers now absently grazed his skin. "Somehow, I think you contain 
connecting information between humans and ghosts. I just don't know what." 


She straightened up, her goggles facing across the lab. 
"But I'm going to figure it out." 


She pushed into his muscles again, this time beneath his collarbone. She worked silently, writing 
notes now and then. Danny fought back all wincing and stared up at the ceiling, swallowing a few 
times to coat his irritated throat. 


"What if the reason I'm so humanlike is... I mean, what if the connection you're looking for is...that 
I am human?" he rasped out as loudly as he could. "Part human?" 


"What are you saying?" Maddie asked, sounding genuinely baffled. "What sort of trick are you 
trying?" 


Danny did not respond. He honestly wasn't sure what he was hoping to get out of this either, but 
maybe...maybe if he could ease her into it, she could come to believe that he was a person. Real. 
Not an imitation. 


"Seriously, what do you mean, Phantom?" pressed Maddie. "Part human, like...like having human 
resemblances or similarities in psychology or sentience? Or like actually part human? Like having 
some human DNA?" 


Danny swallowed again. Not that it helped. "Um...like actually part human." He could feel himself 
blushing. Saying it so bluntly, it suddenly sounded so very stupid to him. 


"That's not even possible," said Maddie, tone tinged with humor. "Ghosts and humans, ghosts and 
any terrestrial beings, they can't be spliced like that. They can't even breed together. Ghosts and 
animals are in almost no way related. We're not even in the same kingdom in terms of taxonomy. 
It'd be even more ridiculous than trying to combine a fish with a horse or a cat with a dog. It's 
laughable you'd even suggest that." 


Danny bit the inside of his bottom lip. Oh, God, yes, it definitely sounded stupid now. Maybe he 
was wrong. Maybe he wasn't human at all. Maybe he was entirely ghost. He didn't test his DNA 
after the accident, after all. 


"But to answer your question..." Maddie paused. "I wouldn't let you go if that's what you're trying 
to get at." She stroked the side of his face. "You somehow miraculously being part human would 
only necessitate even more research." 


Danny's eyes lidded. Well. That was that, then. 


She rested her hands on his bare shoulders. "You are so interesting, Phantom. I've never had a 
ghost try to play on my sympathies like that. The way you try to manipulate my emotions with the 
suggestion that you might actually be human in some way, it's nothing short of astounding. And 
very clever, might I say. You're aware of how much we value other humans and so attempt to make 
us believe you are one of us." 


She pressed her thumbs into the sides of his neck. 


"You're much cleverer than other ghosts. Your tactics for manipulating people to satisfy your 
obsession are impressively complex and nuanced. And, for the most part, very effective." She 
patted his shoulders a couple times. "But as I keep telling you, you'll never trick me. You're not 
human, Phantom. Looking human can never change the ectoplasm inside you. You're a ghost." 


She stretched her arms high above her head, then behind her back. 
"Maybe I should call it a night. Resetting your leg was more exhausting than I thought it'd be." 


She walked away and brought back an IV drip. She chattered about giving him intravenous 
antibiotics while unshackling his arm and securing it straight by his side. 


Her words kept racing through his head. 
You're not human. 


He had always thought of himself as human even after the portal accident, but he wasn't a scientist 
like she was. Hell, he wasn't even smart. How could he think he knew more than she did? Just 
because he was the one in this body didn't mean he knew anything about it. 


Humans didn't have ectoplasm. Humans didn't have glowing eyes. Humans didn't have lethal 
screams. Humans couldn't fly. Humans couldn't phase through walls. Humans didn't echo when 
they spoke. Humans weren't bound to obsessions. 


He had become the very thing he never wanted to be. A freak. 


He blinked to clear his watery vision, but it only teared up again. He knew he didn't use to be this 
way. For the vast majority of his life, he wasn't this way. He could barely remember his life before 
he changed himself, but he knew he used to have only trivial problems, like covering up the latest 
zit or trying to make time to play a game with Tucker. He used to have only one voice in his head, 
not this second one that demanded all obedience to his ghostly compulsions. 


He didn't use to be in pain all the time. He didn't use to feel this scared and paranoid. 
And his mom didn't use to want to chain him to a table and torture him. 


She stabbed an IV needle into his arm and it stung and it hurt and it was running right into his vein 
full of inhuman ectoplasm. 


"I want to be human again," he whispered. 


Maddie ceased all movement briefly, her hands hovering over his arm, her mouth turned down in a 
provoked frown. She picked up a notepad and scrawled away. 


"Are you really leaving now?" he asked. 
She did not look up from her writing. "Yes." 


"May I ask a question about..." He paused. "Well, I don't want to say what about because I know it 
upsets you, but..." 


She did not speak for a moment. Danny stared at only the ceiling. 


"T'll allow it this time as long as it's not irreverent." Maddie pointed a finger at him. "But do not test 


me on this. I will lock your head up again if you dare to say anything out of line." 


Danny flinched. The memory of those walls surrounding his head was so strong, closing in on him 
and suffocating him and amplifying each breath in his ringing ears and twisting his eustachian 
tubes with cramping spasms. 


God, he hoped his question wouldn't piss her off. 
But he wanted to know. 


"How hard are you looking for your son?" he asked with his eyes still directed at the ceiling. "Are 
you any closer to finding him?" 


He knew the answer to the second question already. She was nowhere near to finding him. 
But the first question... 
He just wanted to know if she missed him as much as he missed her. 


She was completely still. He couldn't even hear her breathing. Oh, God, he had gone too far, she 
was going to encase his head again, she was going to leave him like that for hours and hours and 
hours and he was going to lose his mind and all his air but he wouldn't die because whatever higher 
power existed would never be that kind to him. 


She shifted. Just a little. Danny waited. 


"Every moment I'm not here is devoted to looking for him," she said in a hushed sober voice. 
"That's what I do all day. Every hour. Every minute. It's all for him." 


She put a fist to her mouth and gently bit down on a finger. She turned her back to him, her other 
arm wrapped around her waist. Her shoulders shook as faint whimpers escaped her. 


Danny lifted his head and watched her quivering form from behind. His restrained arms twitched to 
console her. 


Maddie sniffled and began putting things away. "Okay, you're not allowed to ask about him ever 
again. I don't care what the question is." 


He could still hear her crying as she walked out of sight and opened and closed drawers and 
cabinets behind him, ran the faucet, sprayed disinfectant. He listened to everything, every sound, 
every sob. 


She dashed past him without a word. The lights switched off. The lab door opened and closed. 


Danny allowed all the tears he had been holding back to stream freely. No tears of pain this time. 
The physical pain paled in comparison to how much he just wanted to go home. 


Even if home wouldn't actually be an escape from her. 


you've already done that 


Chapter Notes 


A bit of a breather. Maybe. :) 


You've already done that. 


All those times she stared at him and she thought he didn't notice, he did. 


Maddie had never known a Sunday could be so dark. The absence of Danny's voice, his footsteps 
on the stairs, his smile, it was all very noticeable and permeated each minute, removing more light 
with each tick of the clock. 


Jazz was off with Sam and Tucker somewhere. Maddie hadn't even realized she was close to them. 
Or perhaps they were all bonding over the one thing they had in common: Danny. She didn't know. 
Perhaps she'd sit down and talk with Jazz about how she was feeling soon. She had to be a good 
mother to her other child, after all. As much as she really wanted to, she could not make everything 
about Danny. 


But Jazz wasn't here now. And Maddie could not afford to make Sunday a day of rest. She would 
never rest again, not until she found her son. 


At the kitchen table, Jack was poring through police reports and forms. His hand raked through his 
disheveled hair, the light catching the fine layer of oil on the strands. 


"Why don't you take a shower, Jack?" asked Maddie, rubbing his back. "It might do you some 
good." 


"IT can shower later," he said. "It's fine." 


All the wrinkles in his forehead and around his mouth she normally didn't notice were very 
prominent. The skin under his eyes was dark and grey. 


"[ really think you should. Have you even showered at all since...?" Maddie gestured to the forms, 
unable to finish her sentence without choking. 


Jack shrugged. "No. I guess I haven't." He gave her a tired smile. "Do I smell really bad or 
something?" 


Maddie's eyes crinkled at the sight of her husband's smile. She had missed it. "Not at all. You smell 
like a man." She kissed the side of his head. "But you just look so drained. I think you'd feel better 
if you did." 


Jack drummed his fingers on the table. "You're probably right." He stood and straightened the 
forms. "A quick shower it is, then." 


He left a kiss of his own on the top of her head and walked past her out of the kitchen. 


"Oh, just one thing," Maddie called after him, bringing him to a halt right at the threshold to the 
living room. "I'm going out now for a little bit to talk to some people, try to gather more 
information." 


"Who?" asked Jack. 
"Neighbors. Rob." 
"Rob Lancer, you mean? Danny's English teacher? But it's Sunday." 


"I know, but he's always been so accommodating when it comes to Danny. I don't think it will be a 
problem." 


Jack slowly nodded. "All right. Let me shower first, and I'll join you." 
"No, I can do this myself. You keep working on that paperwork, okay?" 
Jack's already aged face appeared even older. "Are you sure?" 


Maddie's gut twisted. But she needed to be able to talk freely, needed to stay on topic and get to the 
point during these interviews. And Jack, though always well meaning, had a tendency to derail 
conversations or focus on unimportant details. 


"Yes, we'll make better progress if we do some things separately. So can you finish that paperwork 
while I'm gone? Write our statements?" 


"Sure. Yeah. Of course I can." He smiled at her sadly. "And maybe I can drive around the town 
afterwards. I mean, I'm sure he couldn't have gone too far." 


Maddie also smiled, appreciating Jack's attempt at his usual optimism. "I want to believe that, too." 


They gazed at each other for a long moment before moving in close and bringing their mouths 
together. His fingers tangled deeply in her hair, her hands pressed firmly against his chest, tears 
rimmed her eyes but did not fall. 


The feel of Jack's lips against her own lingered even after he left. She listened to the sound of hot 
water rushing through the pipes in the walls. Such simple pleasures. 


She pulled out her cell phone and found Rob Lancer's name in her directory. Rob answered after 
two rings. 


"Maddie?" he asked. 
"You still have my contact information saved, huh?" 
"Yes." Rob chuckled. "What can I do for you, Maddie?" 


"Well, I know it's Sunday, but..." Maddie gazed out the nearest window. It was such a nice spring 
day. It was unfair that she couldn't properly enjoy it. "I don't want to wait until tomorrow. Are you 
free right now? Do you think we could talk?" 


Rob didn't reply right away. 
"About Danny," said Maddie. "I could come to you. I don't want to inconvenience you too much." 


A pause. 


"Of course," said Rob. 


Maddie stepped outside and breathed in the fresh air. It cooled her lungs and throat, filled her 
sinuses with a fragrance that reminded her of Danny because he was born in spring but now for all 
she knew he had died in spring too— 


Her lungs stopped working. She placed a hand to her chest to start them again, gasping deep with a 
painful jolt. 


She didn't want to consider the possibility that he wasn't alive. 
She really hoped she wouldn't soon have a reason to hate spring. 


The drive to Rob Lancer's house was calm, easy. She hit every green light and didn't even have to 
change lanes for slow cars. She mentally rehearsed her interview questions in her mind, determined 
her goals, her hypotheses, her technique. The scientific method. It was what she knew best. It was 
what worked best, always. If she just treated her search for Danny as an empirical pursuit, she was 
sure to find answers. 


She was sure to find him if she just made all the right observations and deductions. 


She parked in front of a modest townhome and composed herself before making her way to the 
front door. A modest home indeed, yes, but still too large for just one person. But perhaps Rob was 
hopeful someone would one day join him. 


He certainly seemed lonely every time she spoke with him. And she had spoken with him so often 
now. They were even on a first-name basis with each other. 


She rang the doorbell. Rob answered the door almost immediately. 


"Maddie, it's good to see you," he said cordially, evenly. He opened his door wide and gestured for 
her to come in. 


"Good to see you too, Rob." Maddie stepped over the threshold. The scent of spring in her nostrils 
was replaced with faint cleaning chemicals and lavender. 


Rob shut the door behind her. "We can just sit on the couch here. Unless you'd rather sit at the 
table in the kitchen?" 


"No, no, the couch is great," said Maddie. "And thank you so much for letting me come to your 
house. It's really important that this be a private conversation." 


"No problem at all. I understand. Can I get you some water first?" 
"Yes, thank you. That'd be great." 


She took a seat on Rob's sofa and sank into it so deeply she had to pull herself back up into a more 
comfortable sitting position. A little too soft for her liking. She would've never guessed a man as 
cynical and gruff as Rob Lancer would have such a soft couch. 


"I'm really glad you reached out to me," said Rob as he handed her a glass of water. He sipped at 
his own as he took a seat beside her. "The detective I spoke to couldn't give me too many details 
about the investigation. I hope you don't think this too weird, but... Danny is all I've been able to 
think about lately." 


"No. Not weird at all. He's your student." Maddie took a gulp of water and set the glass on the 
coffee table. "I'm actually pleased to hear that you care about him that much. Obviously, he's all 
I've been able to think about, too." 


"Yes. Of course. I can only imagine, and I really am so sorry this has happened." 


Maddie nodded a few times as she collected herself. "So, the police did speak to you? Detective 
Calhoun?" 


"Yes, I believe that was his name. He came to the school last Thursday. We spoke during one of 
my free periods. I think he interviewed all of Danny's teachers that day." 


"Do you mind telling me what he said to you? I'm just so concerned they're not taking this 
seriously enough since..." 


She looked down at her lap, pulled at the gloves covering her fingers. 


"They just think he ran away and that he's not important enough to look for," she said quietly. "But 
how could they think that? He's so important, he's—" 


"I know," said Rob. "He is." 
Maddie raised her eyes, but all of her words were choked down in her throat. 


"His absence has been very noticeable in class," said Rob with an almost uncharacteristic 
gentleness. "Not just for me, but for the students. It's only been a few days, and it's of course not 
unusual for students to be gone for a week or two for vacations or illness. But this time, the 
students are all very aware that Danny is not just absent but...missing." 


Maddie's fingers curled in slightly. "Really?" 


"Absolutely." Rob hummed through a small smile. "Danny is actually much more popular than he 
thinks he is. He may not be popular in the way he wants to be, but every student in his year knows 
who he is. And he is typically well liked. Very well liked, I'd say." He chortled. "Especially after 
that beauty pageant he hosted. The girls seemed quite taken with him." 


"I'm so happy to hear that," said Maddie, pride making its way into her chest. "He's always trying 
to tell me that no one likes him and his peers think he's a freak and that no one thinks he'll ever 
amount to anything." 


Her pride melted into grief. 


"And he really seems to believe that. I can never change his mind about that." She paused. "So it 
really means a lot to me to get another perspective." 


"He is definitely far more liked than he thinks," said Rob. "Even Paulina asked me about him on 
Friday—she's one of his classmates, very high up on the social ladder at Casper High." 


"Oh, yes," said Maddie. "Danny used to talk about her all the time. He has a huge crush on Sam, 
but I think he still has a thing for Paulina." 


Her heart ached, a terrible stabbing pain. Talking about his potential love interests shouldn't have 
hurt this much, it should've been sweet and cute and fun. But now it felt like a distant pleasure, like 
something her boy would never get to experience. 


"Oh, he definitely still has eyes for her. But he's of course not the only one. She is admired by 
many students," said Rob. "But anyway, she came to me after class on Friday looking very serious 
and concerned. She asked if I knew anything about where Danny was, if he really was missing, if 
all of the rumors being passed around were true, if the police were any closer to finding him." 


He tapped his index finger against the glass of water in his hand. Maddie's neck craned as she 
waited for him to continue. 


"What did you tell her?" she prompted. 


"I honestly didn't know what to tell her," said Rob. "I had no answer to give her. I could only tell 
her that he is gone for the time being but that we are hopeful he will return." Rob gently swirled 
his water. "A couple of other students have asked me about him as well, but she was a standout 
considering her status in the school." 


"I wish he could've known that," said Maddie softly. 


"He certainly does have some enemies, though," said Rob. "I can't lie and say everyone likes him. 
Dash, of course, as you already know, and then most of Dash's other friends by association. But 
overall, Danny was—is, forgive me—a likable boy." 


Maddie's heart wrenched loose with Rob's accidental past-tense slip. It jumped all over her chest, 
thumping hard against the underside of her skin. 


"And what about Dash?" she asked, her voice spiking before calming. "How does he feel about 
Danny being gone? Do you know?" 


"Mmm." Rob gulped down some water and set his glass on the coffee table. "That's actually 
something the detective discussed with me. Dash, I mean. And his, hmm, relationship with 
Danny." 


"Oh?" 


"Yes. He says he does not want to interview any students just yet. He apparently wants to gather 
some more information before bringing any minors into the investigation. I suppose he doesn't 
want to scare any students unnecessarily into thinking they might be in trouble. But he said that 
Dash would almost certainly be someone he'll be speaking to." 


"What did you tell him about Dash?" 


"Nothing that you don't already know. That Dash has been bullying Danny since the beginning of 
Danny's freshman year. That it was very physical. That it progressed to a point where even you 
noticed what was going on and brought it up to our principal. And that disciplinary actions were 
taken with Dash and he is aware that a further offense will get him kicked off the football team." 


"Right," said Maddie. "And that seemed to help. But truthfully, I don't know for sure. Danny won't 
really talk to me about it." 


She lowered her eyes. 


"He won't really talk to me about anything," she murmured. "He's been keeping...so many secrets 
from me. And I let them go on far too long and... I let this happen." 


Rob did not speak. The silence was uncomfortable. 


Maddie grabbed her water and downed a quarter of it. She wiped the resulting dribble with the 
back of her glove. "But how is, um... How is Dash taking Danny's absence?" 


Rob's mouth thinned. "He doesn't share the concern other students have. Not surprising. But he's 
not indifferent either. Also not surprising. He seems rather...amused by the situation. He finds 
humor in Danny reaching a point where he felt he had to leave." Rob paused. "But, ah, he uses 
much crasser language than that." 


Maddie's nostrils flared. She never thought she could hate a child but she hated Dash. 


"He is very aware he's on thin ice for bullying Danny. I have not seen him physically assaulting 
Danny in any way since you reported him. Or any other students, for that matter," continued Rob. 
"I don't know if he cares about suspension or expulsion, but getting kicked off the football team, 
yes, he definitely does not want that to happen. He is dead set on getting a football scholarship and 
playing professionally. Dash is a pretty big dreamer, to tell you the truth." 


"Danny was the same," said Maddie. "He used to dream about being an astronaut. He was so 
completely in love with the idea of exploring the stars." 


Rob did not reply, and Maddie realized her use of past tense in horror. 


"I didn't mean—he just doesn't seem to have that dream anymore," insisted Maddie quickly. "At 
one point, it was all he talked about, but then he...stopped believing he could do it." Maddie's 
hands clenched against her thighs. "He seems to have given up on his dream. I think he thinks he's 
not capable of achieving it." 


"Danny is very hard on himself," said Rob. "As we've discussed before in our past meetings, he's so 
afraid of failing that he decides not to try at all." 


"Yes, and I'm so glad you understand that." Maddie looked off to the side. "And this is why his 
disappearance is so unsettling to me. Because I fear he's once again trying to avoid actual failure by 
just...being gone." 


She couldn't bring herself to say that he had "run away." She knew that was what he had done, but 
it made the situation seem less serious than it was, made people think Danny was just a delinquent 
and not a child in trouble who needed help. 


And to her relief, Rob was also being sensitive about using the term. 


"It is unsettling to me as well," said Rob. "Very troubling. Especially considering how he was 
acting the past few class days before then." 


"Oh, yes. You e-mailed me about that. Even you noticed his change in behavior." 


"More depressed than I'd ever seen him. It was very worrying." Rob looked her in the eyes. "Is 
there a reason you asked about Dash? Do you think Dash had something to do with his recent 
depression?" 


Maddie chewed her lip. 


"Because the detective also asked me about Dash," continued Rob. "And I told him I had not 
personally seen Dash bullying or assaulting Danny in the last few months. But admittedly, based on 
the way Dash still acts around Danny and talks about him, even now that Danny is gone, I am not 
convinced Dash has actually stopped bullying Danny." 


Maddie looked down at her hands and wrung one of her fingers. 
"Do you think Dash has something to do with Danny being gone right now, Maddie?" 
Maddie raised her head and coolly exhaled as she stared away from Rob at a wall. Debating. 


Should she tell him more? Should she give him all the details? Did she want to permanently change 
his perception of her boy? Would it perhaps give Rob more information and insight into the 
investigation if he were to know more about what was going on? 


Would he think she was a terrible mother? 


"I think it's possible that Dash might have played some sort of part in Danny's recent depression," 
said Maddie. "But no, Dash has nothing to do with Danny's disappearance. I mean, he didn't do 
anything to cause it." 


Rob crossed a leg over his thigh and turned his upper body toward her. "You seem very confident 
about that. Do you know what did cause it? The detective would not tell me anything about that." 


"I don't know everything that was going on in Danny's head, but I was there when he took off," said 
Maddie. "And he was so fast. One minute, we were talking in the kitchen, next he was out the front 
door. And I was right behind him but I could not see him at all. I didn't even catch a glance of 
which direction he went in." Maddie groaned. "I mean, yeah, it was dark—it was the middle of the 
night—but there were street lamps and my eyesight isn't that bad yet—I'm not that old yet. I can't 
figure out how he disappeared that quickly. I run it over and over in my head and I just think—I 
must've looked in the wrong direction first. I looked in the wrong places first." 


"I'm so sorry," said Rob. "I don't know what to say other than that." 


"No, /'m sorry. I shouldn't be saying things like that to you here, getting so emotional." Maddie 
took another drink of water, then sat up straight and breathed in deep. "If I tell you what's been 
going on with Danny, you have to swear you won't repeat it to anyone else. Not other teachers, 
absolutely no one." 


Rob's eyes widened. "Maddie, you don't have to tell me if it's that—" 


"No, no, I want to tell you," said Maddie. "I want to talk about it, and I think you should know. 
Because I know you care about him. I mean, you must with all the times you've met with me and 
Jack and all the extra help you've given Danny. And you were the only teacher who e-mailed me to 
let me know that Danny was acting very depressed in class." 


"I was worried," said Rob softly. 
"And that's why I'm okay with you knowing, but please promise me you'll keep it quiet." 
"You have my word." 


Maddie tapped her thighs a couple times. "So about a week and a half ago—not last Wednesday 
but the Wednesday before—Danny snuck out of the house in the middle of the night. Scared me to 
death because it was so unlike him. When he returned later, he told us he had snuck out to see Sam. 
Which at the time wasn't too strange to me and Jack; we're both well aware that he has a crush on 
her." 


"Yes, I'm surprised they have not started formally dating yet," said Rob. 


"Same here. So that was a relief for Jack and me—I mean, we both did the same in high school, 
snuck out to make out with someone—but we still had to punish him for it. Obviously. So we 
grounded him for a week, took his phone, moved his computer downstairs, told him he had to stay 
in the living room where we could see him at all times, had to sleep with his door open at night. 
Not too harsh." 


"Not at all," agreed Rob. 


"And we thought that would be it," said Maddie. "Danny would be grounded for a week, and then 
things would go back to normal. Jack and I really thought that. / really thought that. But...that very 
night Danny snuck out, the following morning, then at dinner, Danny acted so...odd. Skittish and 
jumpy and on edge, like he was afraid of something. And like he was hiding something." 


Rob nodded in attention. 


"To make a very long story short, I figured out that Danny was taking an excessive amount of 
painkillers and that the real reason he snuck out to see Sam was to get some opioids from her that 
she had been stealing from her parents." 


"Oh, wow," said Rob. 


"Yes. And I acted immediately. I locked up all of our medication, went through his room, 
scheduled regular therapy and a detox and a physical examination. And he whined and complained, 
of course. He was not happy about any of it. He hated it. But I did what I had to do. And I once 
again let myself believe that would be it, that everything would be okay again soon because I got 
Danny the help he needed." 


She placed her fingers against her temples and gently rubbed them. 


"But then last Tuesday night, I caught him stealing from our medicine cabinet. And we started 
arguing and yelling and then Danny..." Maddie shivered. "Took off. Ran out the front door. And 
he was just gone." 


"That's... I had no idea," said Rob. "Although I have to confess it is not shocking to me. Danny 
getting into painkillers and opioids, I mean. I can see some of the behavior patterns that indicate 
that now that you've told me." 


"It wasn't shocking for me either," said Maddie. "I didn't want it to be true, but it really did explain 
so much." 


Maddie and Rob both said nothing for some time. The clock on the wall steadily ticked. 


"I didn't get a chance to figure out exactly why or even when he started taking and stealing 
painkillers." Maddie spoke just above a whisper. "He left before we could get that far. But I felt he 
was hiding so much more from me, something deeper than depression or anxiety or problems in 
school or bullies." 


Her stomach clenched. 
"Something I'm afraid to know," she murmured. 
"You don't have any idea at all how it started?" asked Rob. 


"No. Though I'm assuming Sam knows since she was the one giving him the painkillers. But Pam 
won't let me talk to Sam because she's upset that I've accused her daughter of being a drug pusher, 


and as far as I know, the police have not interviewed her yet." Maddie folded her arms against her 
aching stomach. "And I'm not sure when they're going to. Or if they're going to. They just think 
they have better things to do than search for a...runaway." 


The word painted her tongue with a dank foulness. She controlled her compulsion to spit it out, to 
remove the label that had been placed on her son as far from her as possible. 


Maybe she should've lied to the police. Maybe she should've said he had been abducted. Maybe 
then they would be doing more to locate her child. 


"So how is the investigation going, then?" asked Rob. "All I know is what the detective told me, 
which was very little. Would it be all right if I knew more? If they are getting any closer to finding 
him?" 


Maddie groaned. "It's been—so—frustrating, Rob. And it's already gotten to the point where I'll try 
to call Detective Calhoun or just anyone at the station and apparently no one is available to talk to 
me but they promise they'll call back as soon as they can but then they don't and I have to 

call again and then I finally reach someone just to have them tell me they will let me know when 
they have any new leads or information." 


"Do they have any leads at all?" 


"No. Not at all. They searched around our house for any clues—footprints, hair, whatever—and 
claimed they found nothing beyond our front door. And Vlad—ah, the mayor, I mean, he's sort of a 
friend—has cameras set up around town, but he hasn't told me yet if they picked up anything. 
Some of our neighbors have cameras set up at their front doors, but they only pick up movement, 
and none of them caught anything. It really is like he just disappeared into thin air; I don't know 
how he did it." 


"I've seen his missing posters in a few places," said Rob. "That's turned up nothing yet, I'm 
guessing?" 


"No! No one has called in saying they spotted him somewhere, no traces of him have been found 
anywhere." Maddie closed her eyes briefly. "The police searched his room, too. They didn't find 
anything useful. I turned over his computer, his phone. He had some sort of strange secret texting 
app on his phone disguised as a calculator, but I couldn't get into it. I was sure the police would be 
able to, but they haven't yet. They haven't found anything on his computer yet either." 


She crossed her arms and scowled, heat rushing to her neck. 


"But I don't know if it's because they really can't get that deep into his phone or computer or if it's 
because they're not really trying. Because this is a low priority to them. Because they think he'll 
just come home on his own eventually and they don't need to try so hard." 


She lowered her head and clutched her middle and choked on a sob. 


"They haven't tried to get information about the secret texting app from Sam or Tucker—I'm sure 
Danny was using it to talk to them—and they haven't even interviewed the therapist we had him 
see once yet. I just don't understand why they aren't trying, why they don't care. Why don't they 
care?" 


She shuddered as she held back her tears. On the upper edge of her vision, she could see Rob lift a 
hesitant hand toward her before pulling it back. 


"They should care more," said Rob. "I wish I could do more for you, for Danny. I want to do more. 


If there's anything more I can do, please let me know, Maddie." 


Maddie sniffled and nodded and wished that she could beg him to do everything, to take over 
everything, to give up his entire life and career and devote every waking moment to helping her 
find her boy. 


But instead she let him know she'd keep him updated and wished him a good remainder of his 
Sunday. 


Other people had lives outside of her son. It was hard for her to even imagine such a thing. As she 
drove through Rob's neighborhood, she imagined all the people inside the houses, laughing and 
chatting, no worries on their minds. All the children and families and couples running and playing 
and enjoying the nice weather, no idea her son even existed at all. 


And she could plead with them all to help her and they'd all express sympathy and promise to keep 
an eye out but then they'd forget and go back to their own lives as soon as she left. 


She was Danny's only hope. The only one who could ever care enough to find him. 
And she would never stop searching for him. 


She drove toward Vlad's mansion in the upscale section of Amity Park. She didn't even bother 
calling him; she knew he would have no problem with her dropping in on him unexpectedly, would 
halt anything and everything he was doing just for her, forgo any of his responsibilities just to 
speak with her. 


She pulled up to his gate and spoke her name into the intercom. The gate opened with no 
hesitation. Of course. As always. She drove the length of his driveway and parked directly in front 
of his main entrance, ignoring the parking area meant for visitors. 


Vlad opened his door to greet her before she even reached it. "Maddie! So good to see you! You 
look stunning." 


Maddie's eyelids fluttered as she suppressed an eye roll. "Vlad, do you have any news for me? 
About Danny? Anything at all?" 


Vlad's expression faltered. "Ah—oh—well, how about you come in and we can—" 


"No, Vlad, I'm only going to come in if you have something new for me." She stared him down. 
"And don't lie to me. Don't make anything up to get me to come inside." 


"I would never—" 

"Did you go through all the camera footage? From the cameras you have installed around town?" 
"I did, yes, but—" 

"Did you find anything?" 


"Well, as I told you before, they're only in public areas, not private residential areas, and they're 
designed to only record when triggered by an ecto-signature from a ghost," said Vlad. "So I regret 
to tell you that Daniel does not show up in any of the footage captured last Wednesday night. Or 
any other night. I've been checking just for you." 


Maddie's lips twisted. "Are you telling me the truth when you say you don't have some cameras set 


up in our neighborhood, Vlad? Maybe one directed right at our house?" 
Vlad's jaw dropped. "What? No. What are you saying? Why would you ask that?" 


"It's like you think I've forgotten that time when you lured me and Danny to your cabin in the 
mountains and then tried to get me to stay with you and leave Jack," said Maddie, her voice even 
but fierce. "I haven't forgotten that, Vlad. I know firsthand you're a sleazy creep. And you not only 
preyed on me but put my son in danger, and I won't forgive you for that." 


"Maddie—" 


"It's one thing to target me like that, but you for some reason decided you wanted my son too, and I 
don't know what sick twisted fantasy you were trying to fulfill there, but it's unforgivable, Vlad." 


Vlad shrank back in his doorway. 


"But you have the connections and technology I need right now to find Danny." Maddie threw her 
shoulders back. "Especially since the police aren't doing nearly enough. So just tell me the truth, 
Vlad. Right now. I promise I won't get mad. In fact, I'll be ecstatic if you have cameras aimed at 
our house that run all the time. Just tell me and I won't try to press charges or anything." 


Vlad sputtered failing utterances before managing to speak coherently. "Maddie, I swear to you I 
don't have any cameras set up to spy on you and your family." 


"I can't say I believe you, Vlad." 


Vlad threw up his arms and glanced at his ceiling. "I don't. I know I have no way to prove it to you, 
but I really, honestly don't." 


Maddie's eyes locked on him hard. She studied his face for any flicker, any twitch, any sign that he 
was the skeevy liar she knew he was. 


But then she softened with sighing defeat. "Have you found anything else, then? Apart from the 
video surveillance?" 


Vlad shook his head, his eyebrows burrowing. "I've assigned a couple of my staff members to 
actually go out on searches for him each day, but nothing has turned up. I've also put together a list 
of private investigators you might be interested in hiring. I'd be happy to cover a portion of the cost 
if you're wanting to go that route." 


"I've been looking into that as well, but they apparently do not have the legal authority to break 
into a phone or computer like the police do, and I think so much of what we need is in his phone. 
And a private investigator cannot just interview minors either, and Pam is being extremely 
protective of her daughter and her image right now, so... I just don't know. I don't know what to 
do." 


Maddie crossed her arms and leaned against Vlad's doorframe. Her muscles felt so strained. 
"Maddie, please come inside," said Vlad. "We can sit and talk. I'll have some tea made." 


"No. You have nothing new for me. I can't waste time here any longer." She stepped back. "Is there 
any chance I can see the video surveillance of the town myself? Just from the past few nights, since 
Wednesday night." 


Vlad hesitated. "I wish I could let you, but that would be a breach of privacy that I cannot allow." 


His eyes turned down guiltily. "Even for you." 


Maddie scowled. "Really? You're just a man of the law now? Kidnapping me and Danny and 
crashing our plane is fine, but this is going too far for you?" 


Vlad held up his palms. "Listen, I will turn over everything to the police, okay? I will make sure 
they get all the footage, and then they can share anything they find with you. That's really the best 
I can do in that regard." 


Maddie glared at him. His body bent back. 


"If you decide you want to let me know about any cameras you have set up spying on us at our 
house," she said through a clenched jaw, "I might...have dinner with you or something." 


Vlad blinked. "Maddie—" 


"I'll do anything to find my son." Harsh rasping shook her voice. "So just let me know if you 
change your mind, and we can work something out." 


Vlad shook his head. "No, Maddie, wait—" 


She swiftly turned so he wouldn't see her tears. He continued calling after her but did not follow 
her. 


She would traverse all of hell to find Danny. And if she could not pull him out, then she would stay 
right there with him. 


do you want to talk about it? 
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Do you want to talk about it? 


She should've made him talk. She should've cornered him and worn him down until he confessed 
everything. Then maybe he'd still be here. 


His damp bangs stuck to his forehead. Sweat soaked his pillow around his head. He'd have to ask 
his mom to swap his pillow for a dry one when she came in to check on him. He for some reason 
could not reach his other pillow on his own. He was glued to his bed, far too sick and feverish to 
move. 


"Sweetie, how are you feeling?" Maddie entered his room and sat on his bed beside him, one leg 
crossed over the other. "Still hot?" 


"Mmm." 


She placed a hand against his forehead. "You feel even warmer than yesterday. I guess you won't 
be going to school today either." 


"Mmmmkay." 

Her hand moved lower to his cheek. 

"But that's okay," said Maddie. "I love any excuse to spend the day with you, Phantom.” 
She cupped his face and massaged it. 

He smiled. 

"Phantom?" 


Danny's eyes flickered open and squinted in the harsh lab lights above. Maddie's gloved hand was 
cradling his face, her intense orange lenses staring at him. 


"Were you dreaming?" she asked. "You were smiling." 
Danny could feel tears brimming in his eyes but prayed they wouldn't fall. 


"Not all ghosts sleep," said Maddie. "Some do. Some sleep for just a few minutes a day, others will 


hibernate for months. But their minds are usually blank when they sleep. I've never seen a ghost 
that dreams before." 


Danny became aware of the pain in his leg again, duller than the last time he had been awake but 
still throbbing. 


"What were you dreaming about?" Maddie asked. "Do you remember? Can you tell me?" 


Her. He was dreaming about her. But a different version of her. A version of her that would never 
hurt him, would never keep him strapped to a table for hours and days. 


"Come on, Phantom." Maddie groaned. "Would it really be too much for you to just tell me what 
you were dreaming about?" 


He was dreaming about his mother. 
"You know that I'll go easier on you if you cooperate with me, right?" 
Danny glared at her. "Easier like how you broke one of my legs instead of both of them?" 


"Exactly!" said Maddie with a huge smile. "See, there's the Phantom I've been chasing for over a 
year. I want you to put up a little fight for me, you know. Makes my night more interesting." 


A silent scream ran through Danny's sinuses. Ignoring her, sassing her, there was no winning with 
her. He gave her exactly what she wanted no matter what he tried to do. 


"Speaking of your leg." Maddie's gaze moved to his shin. "I need to check on that. But your suit is 
on again." She chortled. "I completely forgot that would happen since I didn't lock it up last night. 
But no matter, I'll just cut it off again." 


She frowned at his right arm that was down by his side. "Wait, didn't I...?" She turned around and 
picked up the now broken IV drip tube. "I did. Your suit cut off your IV line." She felt the IV 
needle on the inside of his elbow, which was now completely under the fabric of his suit. "That is 
so bizarre. Your suit didn't just form around it, it just...cut through it.” 


She poked at the device still violating his vein a few more times before walking away and 
rummaging through drawers behind him. 


"I am definitely going to have to do some tests on your suit one of these nights, but I just have such 
limited time when I'm here." Her voice echoed off the ceiling. "Maybe it's something that will have 
to wait until you're gone." 


Danny creased his brow. 
Until he was gone? 
What did she mean? 


She returned, pulling up a tray of instruments beside the table. She cut the glove off his arm first 
and pulled the IV needle out of his arm. Danny closed his eyes briefly with euphoric relief. He 
hadn't realized how much that stupid little thing actually hurt. 


But one pain he definitely hadn't forgotten was his broken leg. It ached and groaned with misuse, 
trembled and prickled with tension. 


But as he noticed earlier, the pain was no longer piercing. The sensation had deadened significantly 


since the night before. 


Maddie cut the fabric and boot of his jumpsuit away from his lower right leg. Danny moved his 
head enough to get a glance. Shiny green splotches decorated his skin all along the incision site. 


"Outwardly, it looks like your leg is healing really well," remarked Maddie as her fingers delicately 
grazed the incision site and prodded at the stitches. "Bruising, but no signs of infection. And your 
skin has closed up so well I can actually remove the sutures now." 


She grabbed a pair of tweezers and small scissors from her tool tray and began snipping away at 
the sutures, pulling at each knot and slipping the thread out of his skin. Danny twitched with each 
tug, but relatively speaking, it did not hurt too much. 


He had to enjoy this calm moment because there was a very good chance she'd be making him 
scream again later. 


She pulled up one of Vlad's overhead X-ray machines. Danny closed his eyes and listened to the 
hum and clicks of the device as she took images of his leg. His body wanted to return to sleep, his 
mind wanted to drift into dreams that would take him away from here even if it could never be real 
again. 


Dreams of a time when he was somebody's child. 
Her gloved fingers pressed the sides of his face. Danny flinched and opened his eyes. 


"Your left eye is glowing a little brighter." Maddie pushed back his eyelid. "The gash is still there, 
but it's only noticeable if you're staring right at it. From a distance, it doesn't look too terrible. It 
isn't ecto-shot anymore either." 


His eyelid fluttered. Maddie let him blink once before covering his right eye with her hand. "What 
can you see, Phantom?" 


Her distinct features were filmy, but he could see her outline, the teal color of her suit, the orange 
sheen of her goggles, the deep red of her lipstick. The hues smudged together into a shape he could 
recognize. 


"Phantom, come on," whined Maddie. "Quit sulking and just tell me what you see. I don't want to 
have to resort to tactics to make you speak." 


Shutting his head in a locked box, sending electric shocks through his whole body— 
Danny shuddered. 

"Blurry," he said quietly. "I can see things, but...it's not clear." 

"Can you see how many fingers I'm holding up?" 

Danny squinted at the hand she held above his face. "Three?" 


"Good. Here." Maddie turned his head so that his ear was against the table and pointed across the 
lab. "Can you see that poster over there on the wall? Can you read the big letters?" 


Danny strained to make sense of the black shapes. "No. I can't read that." 


"Hmm." Maddie uncovered his right eye and released her hold on his head. "It might not get much 
better than this, unfortunately. If it was going to heal completely, I would've expected that to have 


happened by now. Or for it to at least be better than this." She leaned over him. "But that doesn't 
mean I can't run tests on your vision eventually. You're still useful to me; don't worry." 


She lifted his bare arm and pressed a finger against his wrist. 
"I'm going to remeasure your base vitals," she explained. 


Danny stayed still while she did whatever she wanted to him because it wasn't like he had any 
other choice. 


"I was thinking about what you said last night." Maddie wrapped a pressure cuff around his upper 
arm. "About how you want to be human again. I've never heard a ghost say that before. It got me 
thinking quite a bit." 


The cuff squeezed his arm. 


"I am wondering if it has any relation to your appearance," Maddie continued. "Because you look 
so remarkably human. Not just in anatomy but in coloring. You are the only ghost I've encountered 
with a human skin tone. It has a cooler tinge to it that can be explained by your ectoplasm being a 
normal green color, but it's definitely a color that we identify as being human." 


She fingered a lock of his hair. Danny jerked his head away from her, but she did not reprove him. 


"Even your hair isn't an inhuman color." She removed the pressure cuff from his arm. "Unusual 
and exotic, sure, but not inhuman. Everything about you is intimately human." 


She placed a thermometer in his ear. 


"And I just wonder if it has something to do with your desire to be human, to be one of us. A 
ghost's psychology and obsession influence their appearance as far as Jack and I have determined. 
A ghost with a mindset for hunting will have a form that reflects that and assists them in fulfilling 
that obsession. A ghost with a mindset for technology will have a form in accordance with that." 


She pulled out the thermometer and wrote something down. 


"You have a desire to be human, an obsession to be adored and needed by the people of this town. 
It makes sense you'd end up looking so human. Because a human appearance is what you'd need to 
win that sort of favor with actual humans." 


She unzipped his suit and spread the split halves. Danny shut his eyes briefly. He almost wished 
his suit didn't have a mind and healing abilities of its own so he would not have to keep dealing 
with the humiliation of her removing it so often. 


She put on a stethoscope headset and pressed the bell to his chest. She was silent for a few 
moments as she moved it across his skin. 


"You even sound human." She set the stethoscope aside. "I am excited to see what is actually 
inside you, to see if it looks as human as it sounds. The scans I did the other night looked 
promising, but I can't know for certain until I actually see it." 


Danny's stomach turned. He knew what that meant. 


"But this possible explanation for your human appearance, there's so much I wish I could study 
there." She placed her fingers on his head. "I wish I could see what you're actually thinking. I wish 
I could trust everything you say. Even if I tried to interview you, I can't be certain that you are 


being honest. I can't know whether what you say is truthful or just a ploy to manipulate me." 
She rubbed her thumbs along his forehead. 


"And now that I know you can dream, I definitely want to do some sleep studies, look at your brain 
activity while you're asleep. And then I'd love to stimulate parts of your brain directly, probe 
certain areas to see how that affects your cognition. Probably even extract certain segments to see 
the effects." She patted his shoulders. "But of course, that will need to wait until I'm ready to be 
done with you. The effects would be permanent and, well, that might be what kills you." 


She began moving around the instruments on her tool tray. Danny could hear the metal clanking 
sounds but did not turn his head to see what she was actually doing. 


"I can't keep you alive forever, after all," said Maddie. "Specimens aren't meant to last forever." 
The lights above him seemed to waver, rays drawing out as his vision diverged in a glaze. 
Maybe it's something that will have to wait until you're gone. 

Until he was gone, until he was— 

Until she killed him. 


Maddie stopped what she was doing and frowned at him. "You didn't think you were going to 
survive your time here, did you?" 


No, he—he wasn't sure what he had thought, but— 


"All specimens eventually die," said Maddie, resuming whatever she was doing with her tools. 
"We just don't know what exactly will be the thing that kills them. But that's part of the process, 
the experimentation. Seeing how far we can get before you can no longer handle it. And then we 
move on to the next specimen." 


He supposed he knew she'd eventually kill him. In the back of his head. In the darkened corners of 
his mind. But for all her talk of how much she wanted him, how intriguing he was, how he was her 
favorite... 


He was disposable to her. 


It didn't matter how useful he was to her research. It didn't matter how fascinating his psychology, 
biology, and physiology were to her. At the end of it all, she was just going to throw him away. 


Any hope that she'd somehow spare him when she was finished with him was gone. She planned 
on using him up until he was depleted and empty. She was going to steal his entire life. 


His lungs trembled. 


"I think I should probably test your reflexes today." Maddie placed her hands on the table as her 
gaze moved along the length of his body. "Yes. And maybe your balance too. Well, except your 
leg is broken, so maybe that will have to wait. The hard part is figuring out how to keep you 
contained, though. I have all these ideas, but without Jack around to help me, I'm a little more 
restricted. But maybe if I set up a ghost shield—" 


"Why are you talking to me?" shouted Danny. His arms clenched. "Why are you telling me all 
this? Why do you think I care about any of this?" 


She took a small step back, her painted lips pulled back with surprise. 


"Just stop talking to me already." Danny's volume lowered but his energy remained high. "Do 
whatever you want. Just. Stop. Talking to me." 


Maddie took another step back and did not speak for a long time. 
So long. 
Too long. 


Danny kept his gaze directed to the ceiling, but he could see her out of the corner of his eye. 
Frozen. Still. Was she staring at him or across the lab? He had no way to tell through the lenses of 
her goggles. 


The silent seconds continued. Or maybe minutes. Danny wasn't sure but his body was definitely 
becoming twitchier with apprehension and maybe even fear except he didn't want her to know he 
was afraid. Afraid of what was going to happen, afraid of what she would do to him. 


Afraid of her. 
This silence was frightening. 
She was frightening. 


"I suppose you're right,” said Maddie softly, reapproaching the table. "I have been talking a lot. 
And you've been mostly a passive participant in everything we've been doing here." 


Danny exhaled hard through his nostrils. Her use of the word "we" was infuriating, as if she 
weren't forcing him through all this torture. 


"That's unfair of me," continued Maddie. "I should allow you a more active role. I've been asking 
you questions, sure, but that still makes your role passive. You should be given an opportunity to 
speak more often, voice your own opinions." She looked at his face hard. "Make your own 
choices." 


Danny turned his face toward hers and regretted it immediately once he saw her lips curl into an 
ominous smile. 


"Maybe we should do something different tonight. More fun." Maddie moved so that she was 
behind his head. She stared down right into his eyes. "Maybe a game. Do you know ‘would you 
rather'?" 


Danny's heart skipped. He was not sure whether he should answer because yes he knew that game 
but no he did not want to play it. Not in this setting. 


"Maybe you don't know it because you're a ghost. It's a game we humans play sometimes," said 
Maddie. "It's a way to get to know each other usually. I think it would definitely help me get to 
know you." 


Nope. No. He would refuse. He was not going to engage. He was not going to let her play with him 
like this. 


"Basically, I ask a question beginning with 'would you rather’ and present you with two choices. 
And you have to choose one no matter how difficult the choice is to make." 


Danny said nothing. 
"Phantom?" Maddie placed her hands on his shoulders. 
He still said nothing. 


"I'm just going to take your silence to mean you understand," said Maddie. "I mean, it's pretty 
simple. And you do have at least average intelligence by human standards." 


Danny glared up at her. She smiled pleasantly. 


"Okay, so here's the first choice for you. Would you rather have your reflexes tested..." She 
frowned, swished her lips side to side, looked across the room. Then she smiled again. "Or have 
your other leg broken?" 


His intact leg jolted and stiffened, his broken leg seared. A coldness flooded his chest and drained 
his face. 


She stared at him, waiting. Danny's focus diverged completely, one side of his vision clear and the 
other blurred. 


"Phantom," she said sternly. "You have to make a choice." 
A choice— 
Between what again—? 


All he could remember was that she threatened to slam a hammer into him again and break 
him again and force him to go through that horrifying agony again again again. 


"Having your reflexes tested or your leg broken?" Maddie's tone was low. "Which do you choose? 
Which would you rather happen?" 


He wouldn't choose. He couldn't choose. He'd just stay quiet and take neither. 
"If you don't choose, I'll just do both," said Maddie. "Is that what you want? Want me to do both?" 
Danny choked on his words. "I just wanted you to stop talking." 


"You can't get everything you want here, Phantom," said Maddie. "But I'll let you have this choice. 
Make it before I make it for you." 


His own breaths were suffocating him, lodging in his throat in huge lumps he could barely push 
through his airway. 


Maddie ran her hand down the length of his unbroken leg, thigh to knee to shin. "Fine. Both it is. 
Not that I actually want to break your other leg, but I must honor your choice." 


She began walking toward one of the utility closets. 
"Wait!" gasped Danny. "Reflexes. I choose that." 
Maddie turned back to him. Her lips pursed. 


"Please let me still choose," he begged in a hoarse whisper. 


Her expression was still for a moment, then she smiled. "Of course I'll still let you choose. It 
wouldn't be fair of me if I didn't. That's the game." She approached him, her boots clacking along 
the floor. "Reflexes it is. I'll just need to figure out the best way to set you up for that testing." 


She disappeared behind him. He could hear her walking around, opening drawers, moving objects 
on the counters. 


This was the game, was it? 
Did that mean there was a way he could win? 


He waited as Maddie hemmed and hawed over how she was going to keep him secure while testing 
his reflexes. She settled on having him sit over the foot of the observation table with his broken leg 
propped up on a stool, keeping him from escaping with shackles around his wrists. Not that he was 
about to run off anywhere with a goddamn broken shin. Certainly not without his powers to help 
him. 


She tapped a hammer against various parts of his body—the knee and ankle of his unbroken leg, 
his elbows—unrestraining his arms one at a time as needed. He relaxed and allowed his muscles to 
obey her commands as they jerked in response to each stimulus. 


It was just better to surrender and obey at this point. 


"I can't test your broken leg, obviously. But otherwise, your reflexes are like that of a human." 
Maddie wrote down a few notes. "But of course I'm not surprised. I expected as much." 


"Then why did you bother testing?" muttered Danny, not really to her but to himself. 


"Because I can't just make assumptions, silly." Maddie hummed a chortle. "That's not how science 
works. I have to know for sure. I have to test each hypothesis." 


Danny languorously blinked. 
"Okay. Let's play again," said Maddie. "New choice." 


Danny's muscles tightened and shook but he did everything in his power to stay still and composed. 
He kept his face turned away from her. 


He wasn't going to play this time. He was weak last time, but he had to be stronger now. No matter 
what, he wasn't going to choose. Even if she carried out both options, at least he wouldn't be toyed 
with again. 


"Would you rather have your pressure points tested or..." She paused for a long moment before 
lifting his shackled arm and inspecting it. "Have your arm set on fire?" 


Danny yanked his arm away from her. "What? Set on—fire?" 


"Well, yes. Ghosts are typically unharmed by terrestrial elements, but fire is a bit unusual. Some 
ghosts are susceptible to it, others are not. And I'm just wondering where you might fall on that 
spectrum.” 


She took his arm again and held it firmly as she ran her fingers over the white hairs standing tall. 


"I could hold a lighter to it to see what effect it has in small sections. Or I could douse it in gasoline 
and then light it. Would the fire be able to stay on your skin at all? Or could it penetrate your cells, 


maybe even destroy them? Might it char and melt your skin, expose your bone and muscle—" 
"No!" yelled Danny. 
Maddie raised her face to him. Danny's heart thumped against his ribs. 


"I mean, no, not that," said Danny more quietly, attempting to slow his breaths. "The other thing. 
Pressure points. I'd rather have those tested." 


Maddie released his arm. "That's also a very good test. I'm extremely curious to know if you have 
all the same pressure points as a human." 


She allowed him to continue sitting upright on the table with his broken leg propped up. She pulled 
up a couple lists and charts on a computer screen, referencing them as she proceeded to press her 
fingers into certain spots on his arms, legs, and chest. Danny winced and hissed, but at least this 
wasn't as terrible as when she dug into his muscles. This was just very mild discomfort, only a little 
pain. Not too bad. 


And maybe that was how all these choices would be, one horrific and one not too bad at all. Maybe 
she wasn't actually planning on hurting him tonight. She wanted only to control him, demonstrate 
her power over him by forcing him to choose what she did to him. 


And he had chosen. Again. He had been weak again, and she had won again. That was the real 
game here. It wasn't about the choice, it was about him making a choice at all. There was no 
winning in making these choices, only in resisting. 


He had to win. 
He had to resist. 
Next time, next time, he would win. 


"Well, should I tell you what you already know?" asked Maddie as she wrote down more notes. 
"You do indeed have the same pressure points as a human. Judging from your responses, I mean." 


Danny released a harsh breath through his nose. 


"Although I suppose it's possible that you were faking some of those responses," said Maddie. "In 
your attempt to convince me you're human, you might have pretended to react more strongly to 
certain points I pressed." 


"Oh, yes," said Danny snidely. "I memorized all of the human pressure points and made sure to 
only react when you pressed those specific points." 


Maddie chuckled. "You're funny, Phantom. It's fun having you here." 
Danny breathed even harder out his nose, causing his nostrils to flare. 


"And I would like to do more with these pressure points eventually, do some more tests with your 
physical responses. But not now." Maddie placed her forearms on the table and leaned over, staring 
out across the lab. "Now we need to get back to our game. Another choice." 


Danny waited, but he had already decided. He would not engage, would not choose what she did to 
him again. He was ready to win. He had to win. 


Maybe he just wouldn't even listen. He could just tune her out and not even hear the choices. Then 


it'd be easy to just not make a choice at all. 


And a complete surprise whatever she ended up doing to him. Which would surely make it easier 
to endure. 


She was speaking. Words. Sounds. Phonemes. But he did not make sense of them, did not hear 
them, did not place them together in any meaningful way— 


Except the word "swallow." 


He definitely heard that. Swallow, swallow what? He didn't want to swallow anything. Poison? 
Blood? Ectoplasm? 


But no, it didn't matter, he wouldn't make a choice. Would you rather play or be played with, 
Danny? Would you rather win or lose, Danny? 


He'd rather not give her exactly what she wanted. 


"Which would you rather, Phantom?" demanded Maddie. "You need to choose quickly. I'm giving 
you one minute." 


Danny trained his gaze on the floor. He hadn't gotten as much of a chance to study the floor as he 
did the ceiling. There were so many scuffs and distinctive markings from her boots. 


"Thirty seconds." 
She always cleaned the counters when she left, but did she ever mop the floor? He guessed not. 


"Fine. Both." Maddie briskly moved away and began opening drawers. Danny did not turn to look 
at her, did not care, did not want to know. 


(was too afraid to know) 


She stood directly in front of him, her upper thigh grazing against his bare knee. She held a 
gleaming piece of metal up to his face, a double-edge razor blade. 


She moved it closer to his unblinded right eye. He leaned away from it, shaking as he engaged his 
core to hold himself up. "What the hell is that?" 


"It's a razor," said Maddie, sounding almost reprimanding. "What do you think?" 


"Yeah, I can see it's a razor. | mean what the hell are you doing with it? Are you going to slash my 
other eye? I thought you wanted to test my vision eventually!" He had no idea why he was even 
talking this much now but maybe somehow if he kept talking, kept pushing her away with words, 
maybe she'd never get a chance to do anything with this razor. 


"Phantom, were you not listening? No, I'm not going to slash your eye. That's not what this is for. 
Do you not remember the choice?" 


The choice, the game, no, he hadn't been listening— 


"I'm interested in testing out the resilience of your esophagus," said Maddie. "You have to swallow 
this, Phantom." 


And now he could get no words out at all, not even a puff of air. He hadn't heard right, had he? 


"This is made of an anti-ghost metal alloy," Maddie explained. "I know that a normal blade would 
have no effect on your tissues, but this will. And I just want to know how your esophagus will 
handle it. And how it will heal, of course." 


He imagined the bladed edge scraping and shaving and slitting the inside of his— 
As it travelled down and down and down— 
Or stopped its travel as it lodged itself in his— 


He gasped in a hard breath, his throat already twinging with sharp pain. "Are you kidding me? 
What kind of science is that? Who even thinks of something like that?" 


"I wouldn't expect you to understand," said Maddie. "You're not a scientist. But these sorts of tests 
are very useful for my current research purposes, I promise." 


Danny's fingertips clutched at the table. He wished he could grip something, crush something. So 
he was just supposed to take her word for it, accept that this all made sense because she was a 
genius scientist and he was an idiot ghost? 


"And so what, I swallow this razor and then what?" he demanded. "Is it just going to stay there? Or 
are you going to cut it out of me?" 


"Oh, no, we're not ready for surgical experimentation yet," said Maddie. "We'll wait on that for 
later. No, it'll be easy to get this out. It is made of anti-ghost metal, but it itself is not ghost 
material. I only need to use a Ghost Catcher to remove it." She shrugged. "Don't worry about that 
part. That's easy." 


Danny shook his head. "You're crazy. You're sick. You're insane." 
Maddie smirked. "Well. You wouldn't be the first to call me a mad scientist." 
Danny's teeth clenched. 


"But I gave you a choice, Phantom," continued Maddie. "You didn't say anything. Which means 
you have to take both. That's how this works. Or do you maybe want to play properly and make a 
choice? I'll still let you choose." 


Danny turned his head from her. He didn't even know the other choice. He didn't want to know the 
other choice. Perhaps it was something just as horrifying. 


"Which would you rather go through, Phantom?" asked Maddie. "Just tell me, and I'll do it." 


He kept his head turned and closed his eyes, shook his head. He didn't care, he wouldn't play, he 
wouldn't lose this time. 


"If you won't choose, then I'm doing both, Phantom." She held the razor close to his face again. 
"And you better not complain about this. I gave you plenty of warning. You knew the rules." 


Danny titled his head away from the razor. "You can't make me swallow that," spat Danny, leaning 
backward. "Cutting me open or breaking my leg is one thing, but you can't make me swallow 
something." 


"I definitely can," assured Maddie. "You don't think this is the first time I've had to make a ghost 
do something, do you?" 


She gripped his neck and slammed him down to the table. The back of Danny's head throbbed with 
the force. His blurred eye nearly blacked out while his good eye dizzily regained focus. 


"Have you already forgotten how I made you participate in the hearing test?" asked Maddie. "This 
is what I do, Phantom. This is my life's work. I own ghosts. I make ghosts do anything and 
everything I want. I can absolutely make you do this." 


The razor was hovering above his eye. He held back a whimper, held back the urge to beg her to 
please, please stop, don't slit his eye again, don't make him go through that pain again. 


But then she moved the razor away from his eye, slowly, down to his mouth. Danny pressed his 
lips together tightly. 


"It's really easy, Phantom," said Maddie. "All I have to do is force this into your mouth and keep 
your head back like this. Gravity and your reflexes will do the rest as you try to find a way to expel 
it. I don't even think it will take long, especially if I tilt your head so your esophagus is straight." 


The edge of the razor pricked at his lip. He imagined it against the roof of his mouth and his gums 
and tongue— 


NO he didn't want to imagine it— 
He didn't want it to happen! 


"So this is what you would rather?" asked Maddie. She clutched at his face with one hand and 
squeezed around his mouth, gradually forcing his mouth open. The razor was small, she wouldn't 
even need to pry it that far open to get it in. Even with his teeth tightly clenched, he wouldn't be 
able to hold off long— 


He jerked out of her grasp and pushed his head as far over to the side as he could. Maddie sighed 
loudly. 


"I can just belt your head down, you know. I can keep you from moving. You're only delaying the 
inevitable." Maddie paused. "Or maybe I should use a funnel. Yes, that might be easier, especially 
if I pour in water as well—" 


"No!" 


Danny's voice strained through his teeth and pressed mouth as he continued to keep his face turned 
from her. Maddie said nothing and only stared at him, still holding the razor but lowering it just a 
little. 


"No, no, not this." Danny spoke more quietly, more shakily. He was losing again. He lost. "The 
other thing. Whatever it was. That. I'd rather... I'd rather that." 


"The hypobaric chamber?" asked Maddie. "Where I see how your body responds to being in 
varying degrees of low oxygen and air pressure?" 


Oh, God, that sounded awful. 
But definitely preferable to having his throat torn up. 


The pressure changes were small at first. He barely even noticed them in the beginning. And then 
he could feel the oxygen deprivation throughout his skin, his tissues tensing and vibrating in 
sickening response. His lungs struggling. His eyes tearing. His nerves numbing. His muscles 


seizing. 
Losing. He was losing. 
Was it even possible to win? 


Through the clear front of the chamber, he could see her using a control panel and writing down 
notes. But often, she just stared at him with very little expression. 


Was it possible to beat her? 


His lungs caved in. He gasped and felt his heart give a hard lurch. And then the lights went out and 
everything was dark and cold and crushing. 


And then Maddie's orange goggles were right in his face, the chamber door open, and he was no 
longer being pressed to death. He breathed rapidly and wished he could wipe away the stinging 
lines of tears falling down his face. 


"Looks like I lost you for a moment there," remarked Maddie, leaning against the side of the 
chamber in an almost casual fashion. "We'll get back to this another day. A day when I'm ready for 
the possibility of losing you permanently." 


Danny wheezed and felt another tear escape him. 


"You are far more sensitive to this than other ghosts are," said Maddie. "Even with their powers 
disabled, other ghosts can typically endure much longer. They can withstand much harsher 
pressure changes. But you, once again, have shown that you are just nothing like the average 
ghost." 


She cupped his chin. Danny's jaw tightened. 
"Fascinating as usual," she purred. 

Danny scowled. 

"Shall we keep playing?" she asked. 


Playing. No, this wasn't playing. This was her breaking him over and over again. Why had he ever 
for even a moment thought he could win? 


"Am I allowed to forfeit?" he asked. 

Maddie hummed and looked up at the ceiling, tapping a finger to her cheek. 
"No," she said. 

Danny stared ahead blankly. 


"You could apologize to me, though," said Maddie. "For being so rude to me earlier. Losing your 
temper with me. Then maybe we can stop." 


Danny's lips twitched into a snarl. 


Apologize? Him? To her? For not being okay with her relentless medical experimentation? For not 
obediently and patiently allowing her to have her way with him? 


Never. 


Maddie shrugged. "Don't say I didn't give you a chance. Next choice." She paused. "Would you 
rather have me test your resistance and reactions to electrical shocks? Or have a tissue sample from 
your tongue removed so I can analyze it?" 


Electrical— 
Electrical—shock— 


Shocking every nerve with bristling bursts, every fiber with scorching ruptures. All the synapses in 
his body unable to comprehend anything else other than PAIN and STOP STOP MAKE THIS 
STOP THIS IS TOO MUCH and GET OUT GET OUT CAN'T MOVE MAKE THIS GO AWAY. 


Every molecule ripped open, exposed to an invasion of something not even from this world, 
something that tried to kill him but failed and left him a broken inhuman thing and led him to being 
in this room right here right now subjected to neverending torture. 


Maddie frowned at him. "Phantom, hey, slow down your breathing for me, okay?" 

"The other thing," Danny gasped. 

"Other thing? What other thing? What do you mean?" 

"The—the thing—the thing that's not the electricity. That thing. The other thing. I'd rather." 


"Phantom, seriously, slow it down." Maddie pressed a hand to his shuddering chest. "I don't need 
you hyperventilating again, okay?" 


Danny closed his eyes and focused on breathing in, then out, then in again. Even. Slow. The 
adrenaline in his veins prickled through him but the twitches began to slow. 


"So you'd rather have me cut off a bit of your tongue?" asked Maddie. 
Danny clamped his lips tight, ground his teeth in a barrier. 


"You gonna answer, Phantom?" Maddie placed a hand on her hip. "Or should I just take your 
silence to mean that yes, you would rather have me cut off part of your tongue?" 


The electrical crackles rocked and jolted each molecule until they broke apart, stripped of 
everything that used to make him a real person— 


Please, God. Maddie. Whatever God's name was now. Don't make him go through that again. 
He nodded. 


Mere moments later, he was back on the table with his head secured in a device. Maddie was 
setting up something beside him, tools perhaps. 


His fists clenched, his legs tightened as he tried to mentally prepare himself. It was going to 
happen; he had no way to get out of it, no way to fight her off. He could only ready himself. 


He could only do his best to hide his fear from her. 


"I have to say, Phantom, I'm surprised you made this choice," said Maddie. "I thought for sure 
you'd choose the electrical testing. It'd be painful, sure, but certainly less invasive than this." 


She waved a surgical blade in his line of sight, so shiny he could see a small part of his reflection 
in it. 


"You had a really intense reaction when I presented the choice to you." Maddie set the knife down. 
"Can I know why? I'm really curious." 


Danny held back all the tears that responded to the memory of the most painful experience he had 
ever had, even more horrible than anything she had put him through here. 


"No. Of course you're not going to tell me." Maddie sighed. "Well, let's do this, then." 
She held a pair of forceps and moved it toward his mouth. Danny kept his lips pressed. 


"Are you going to make me use a mouth prop?" asked Maddie. "This is what you chose, you know. 
You said you wanted me to do this." She shook her head. "You know what, fine, I'm not going to 
fight you. I'll just go ahead and use a prop.” 


"It's how I died," Danny blurted. 
Maddie froze. She stared at him for a long time. 
"What's how you died?" she asked. 


Danny panted and swallowed. The words came out quickly, desperately, without thought. 
Anything to stall. Anything to stop her from hurting him. Anything to maybe make her forget what 
she was doing. If he told her a good enough story, maybe she'd be satisfied for the night. 


"Electricity," said Danny. "I was electrocuted. That's how I died." 
Maddie set the forceps back on her tool tray. "How can you possibly remember that?" 
"Ah—well—" 


"Ghosts don't remember things about their past lives. That's why they're ghosts in the first place, 
because they're stuck in an existence they don't understand, an existence tied to a past they can't 
figure out. And so they just mindlessly fly around trying to fulfill a longing from a past they can't 
remember." 


Danny lowered his eyes. "Do you think I'm lying?" 


"No." Maddie huffed. "I actually really don't, especially based on your reaction when I suggested 
electrical shocks. But I don't understand how it's possible." 


Danny kept his gaze low. 


"Well, are you going to tell me more about how you died, Phantom? Or are you going to go quiet 
on me again?" She reached for the forceps. "Because if that's the case, I still have work to do—" 


"No, no!" cried Danny. "I can tell you more." 


Maddie gripped the edge of the table with both her hands. "Do you remember exactly how you 
died? Or do you just remember the electrocution?" 


Danny paused for a beat. How much should he reveal? He couldn't tell her everything. He certainly 
couldn't tell her it had anything to do with a ghost portal. Her ghost portal. 


"I don't remember how it happened," said Danny. "I only remember how it felt. The pain." 
The electricity drowning his nerves. The ecto-energy stealing his body. 


"It hurt," said Danny. "It hurt. The most pain I'd ever felt. That was all I could think about. That's 
all I remember about it. Just how much it hurt." 


"You really remember that?" 

Danny nodded. He could never forget. Even though he wished he could. 

"But you don't remember how it happened? Or anything about your previous life? Who you were?" 
Danny kept his expression as blank as possible. 

He was nobody before. 

He shook his head. 


"You're different, Phantom," breathed Maddie. "I've never encountered a ghost that remembered 
any details at all about their death." She smoothed back his bangs. "And I believe you." 


Danny's mouth twitched with the involuntary urge to smile. Her touch felt good and it wasn't fair. 
"All the more reason to keep running these tests." 


Maddie left and then reappeared with a prop that she fixed against his lips and teeth, preventing 
him from biting or closing his mouth. Danny's teeth grated against the prop with nowhere to go. 


This was still happening. She was still doing this to him. 


Why did he ever think he could tap into her sympathies? She never changed her mind once she had 
a plan. He had known this about her his whole life and yet he still kept holding on to the hope 

that maybe somehow he could make her do something different, something that for once didn't hurt 
him. 


She placed a mask over her face and clamped onto his tongue with a pair of forceps, keeping it 
from slipping to the back of his mouth. She came toward him with a knife. 


Danny had no idea if he should close his eyes or keep them open. Which would make this hurt 
less? 


She came closer. He shut his eyes. Because maybe then he could pretend she wasn't the one 
hurting him. 


The blade scraped and dug into the left side of his tongue, ectoplasm oozing around his teeth, 
filling his mouth with a bitter taste. She removed much of the ectoplasm with a suction tool, but 
traces of it still dripped down his throat, choked his screams, filled his lungs as he gasped it in. 


And then the mouth prop was gone and his tongue felt huge. It throbbed against the gauze Maddie 
packed around it. 


His lungs were still drowning with ectoplasm. He turned his head and violently coughed, his 
tongue vibrating painfully with the force. 


"Careful, Phantom." Maddie reached into his mouth again and suctioned out the extra ectoplasm, 


applied new gauze to his tongue. "You should still be able to talk—I only cut off a tiny section— 
but try to take it easy, okay? So you're not choking on your own ectoplasm." 


Danny moaned and closed his eyes, feeling every pulsing motion in his tongue. 
"No time to waste," said Maddie. "Next choice." 

"No." 

Maddie froze. 


"I don't want to choose." The words gurgled past his swelling tongue and frothing ectoplasm. 
"Don't make me choose." 


He didn't want to participate, he didn't want to be part of his own torture. It was already completely 
unbearable but not having a choice at least meant nothing was his fault. 


"Just do whatever you want. Please," mumbled Danny as clearly as he could. 


"I already said what you can do to make this game end," said Maddie. "Just apologize for being 
rude to me." 


Danny opened his eyes. Maddie folded her arms and waited. 


There was no way to win this game. But apologizing to her would be not only a forfeit but an 
absolute loss, a surrender of his dignity. 


And he couldn't let her take that from him. 
He closed his eyes again and feebly shook his head. 


"Then quit wasting my time with your whining,” said Maddie. "Next choice. Would you rather 
have one of your teeth removed or your arm boiled? And please choose quickly this time." 


Danny sobbed and shut his eyes tighter. 
"Phantom, choose quick or I really am going to do both this time." 


He wanted to go to bed, he wanted her to leave. Why was she doing this to him, how could she do 
this to him, what even was she? Was she really human, was this a normal thing humans did? Had 
he been fighting the wrong enemy this past year and a half? 


"The first one. Remove a tooth," he slurred past his aching tongue. 


Maddie set him into a gently reclined sitting position on the table. "You remember I took some X- 
rays of your teeth, right?" She once again propped his lips apart with an oral appliance and tapped 
at different teeth as she spoke. "Eight incisors, four canines, eight premolars, eight molars. Do you 
know how remarkable that is?" 


Danny tried his best to relax his jaw, but it remained tight. 


"You have the exact teeth of a typical human. No fangs, no extra teeth, no unusual shapes, all in 
the correct human positions. You even have wisdom teeth buried below your gum line. Did you 
know that?" 


Danny breathed through his nose and suppressed a wince each time she came too close to his 


swollen tongue. She reached into him, forced herself inside of him, kept him locked in place as she 
probed and violated him. Danny's fingers gripped at the table, attempted to hold on to something. 
His nails clawed at the smooth surface before curling back into shaking fists. 


He didn't want to scream anymore. Screaming only sliced through his sore throat and brought him 
no comfort at all. 


And worse, she smiled each time he screamed. 
But his voice and lungs continued to betray him. 


His jaw felt cracked and torn away. Chilled ectoplasm again filled the floor of his mouth below his 
tongue. Maddie triumphantly held up one of his back molars. Except it was no longer his. It was 
hers. His entire body was hers. Hers to steal, hers to pull apart and split open as she pleased. 


She suctioned away some of the ectoplasm pooling in his mouth and stuffed him with more gauze 
before disappearing somewhere behind him. Danny stared across the room with unfocused gaze, 
his face drooping, his tongue and gums pounding. Ectoplasm dripped past the edge of his chapped 
lips; his hands kept trying to move out of his restraints to wipe it away. 


"After washing it off, your tooth seriously looks like a human tooth," Maddie remarked as she 
walked back into Danny's line of sight. "The coloring in the roots is just green instead of red. It'll 
be interesting to analyze the dental pulp." 


She removed more ectoplasm from his mouth and replaced the gauze. "Next choice." Her tone was 
cheery and singsong. She looked off to the side and hummed to herself. 


Still in a reclined sitting position on the table, Danny watched her, almost incredulous how she 
could act so happy, so thrilled to be subjecting him to torture after torture after torture. When 

would she be done with him? When would she go? When would she continue her search for her son 
she had insisted was oh so important to her? 


"T've got it." Maddie's face turned back to him. She smiled, looking sincerely and utterly excited. 
"Would you rather have your arm boiled or a section of your skin removed? I'd stitch it back on to 
see if it heals properly." 


Danny couldn't even fight the angry growl rising through his airway. How could she present such 
an awful choice to him with such gleeful anticipation? 


"Phantom? Choose quick or—" 


"Don't I get a turn?" Danny demanded, his tongue and empty tooth socket aching with the effort, 
his speech thick and muffled through the gauze packed in his mouth. Ectoplasm dribbled down his 
chin and fell on his chest. "That's how this game works, isn't it? You ask a question, then I do." 


"Phantom, don't." 
"You've had so many turns in a row; shouldn't I get one now?" 
"Enough. You're making your mouth ooze." 


"It's not a game if I don't get a turn." Ectoplasm drowned his words. Danny spat out as much as he 
could. "You can't call it a game if I don't get a turn." 


"No. You don't get a turn." 


"Why not? You're that much of a coward? Playing this one-sided 'game' with me that you know 
you can't possibly lose? This game that has no risk for you?" 


"Make your choice before I do both." 
"No, I'm taking a turn." 
Maddie stared at him. Danny stared back hard. 


"Would you rather figure out exactly what I am and why I'm so humanlike but never see your son 
again?" Danny spoke quietly, low. "Or see him again but never figure out what I am?" 


Maddie's lips curled, her jawline tightened. Danny shivered but kept a brave face as he continued 
to stare her down. 


"What is wrong with you?" she yelled. "I keep telling you not to talk about him and yet you keep 
doing it every night. You know what the consequence will be, you know that you have no power 
here, so why do you keep bringing him up?" 


"Why won't you answer? Why won't you make a choice?" asked Danny simply. "You don't want to 
admit what we both know?" 


Maddie snarled. Danny shut his eyes, bracing for a slap. But instead she stomped away from the 
table, mumbling curses under her breath as she threw open a drawer. She returned with a towel and 
wiped the ectoplasm off his chest and chin. 


"Of course I'd choose seeing him over figuring you out," she said calmly as she cleaned him off. 
"Why would you even ask that? You think you matter more to me than he does?" 


"Certainly seems like it since you're here with me and not out looking for him." 
Maddie balled up the towel. "You son of a bitch." 

Danny burst out laughing. 

"What the hell is so funny?" snapped Maddie. 

Danny stopped laughing and glared at her. "Nothing," he said darkly. 


"Nothing, huh?" Maddie folded her arms. "Well, let's see if you think this is funny. I'm changing 
the choice I gave you before. Would you rather have your right arm boiled? Or your left arm 
boiled?" 


Danny stiffened, a chill tearing down his spine. 
"Why aren't you laughing, Phantom?" 


Danny looked down at his arms restrained by his sides and imagined the heat rippling through the 
skin in blisters, popping all his ecto vessels, melting off his muscles. 


"I would love to boil both your arms." Maddie smiled. "So choose soon or I'll choose for you." 
"What does that even mean?" Danny asked through a pant. "Boil them? What do you mean?" 


Maddie huffed. "I mean that I'll heat up some ectoplasm to its boiling point and place your arms in 
it, see how they react, see how they heal." 


"Boil—ectoplasm? What? Why—" 


"It has to be ectoplasm. Water or any other terrestrial liquid does not harm ghosts. Ectoplasm's 
boiling point is actually higher than that of water. Did you know that, Phantom? Can you even 
imagine how much pain you'll be in tonight?" 


His breathing was catching. Why couldn't he keep himself from shaking? Why was it so goddamn 
involuntary? 


"Fine. I'll boil both." Maddie vanished from his view again. 

"Wait," cried Danny. "Wait, just let me think." 

"No, not this time. I'm getting tired; I want to go home. I'm not going to wait on you anymore." 
"Please, I just need a minute to—" 

"No, I'm not giving you that this time." 


Somewhere behind him, he could hear the sound of a heat source. Danny's breaths moved through 
him in shallow spurts. He tried not to think, tried not to imagine— 


He remembered the one time he and his family had visited Yellowstone National Park, all the 
boiling hot springs. He had wondered what it would feel like to fall in one. 


Well, now he'd finally get an idea! He choked on a biting laugh. 


Maddie wheeled over a table with a tall metal container filled with boiling ectoplasm. Danny, still 
sitting up, could feel the bubbling heat on his face as she pushed it right beside him. 


"Wait," said Danny. "Wait, please, I don't want to do this." 
"It's too late for that. I'm tired; I want to get this over with and go home." 


"No, but—wait—" Maybe he should just apologize after all, maybe his dignity was worth 
sacrificing this time. She had already made him sink so low so why not even lower, why not give 
her even more why not give her everything she wanted because she was just going to take it 
anyway so why not just avoid this pain why not why not why not— 


"I'm sorry," he gasped. "Please, I really am. Please don't do this—" 

"I don't care. It's too late." 

It's too late. 

It's too late for you, Phantom. 

It's too late for you, Danny. 

Maddie unbelted his right arm. Danny immediately pulled it out of her grasp. 
"No, please—" 

"Phantom, stop it." 


"At least don't do both. Okay? Can I still choose which arm? Please?" 


"No. " 
Danny had no more words, no more pleas. Nothing but tense silence. 
She took his arm and plunged it into the boiling ectoplasm. 


Danny eyes screwed shut, his teeth clenched against each other, his extraction site and tongue 
splitting with pain in response. The ectoplasm was hot and thick and slimy— 


But— 
Wait— 


Danny opened his eyes and swirled his arm around in the ectoplasm. He could feel the temperature 
and the bubbles gently popping against his skin and the hot steam wetting his face. He lifted his 
arm a short way out of the container. His arm was slick with sizzling ectoplasm but his skin was 
still intact, no melting, no burning. 


"It doesn't hurt," he said incredulously. 


Maddie wiped off the steam that filmed over her goggle lenses. "What? What do you mean it 
doesn't hurt?" 


"I mean that my arm feels fine. Great, even. This isn't hurting me." 
Danny stirred the ectoplasm with his arm, twirling the frothing liquid. Maddie's mouth was agape. 


"This is incredible. I'm as shocked as you are, seriously. I have no idea why this isn't hurting me." 
Danny broke into a fit of giggles as he set the ectoplasm whirling into a delightful vortex. "You 
wanna do my other arm too, right? Let's do it, then, come on. Let's see what happens." 


Maddie's gloved hand swooped to his neck in a tight wring. Danny ceased all laughing as she 
brought her face so close he could actually see her eyes behind her goggles. 


His mother's eyes— 
"You don't get to have a good night," she snarled. 


She rebelted his arm and roughly pushed him down to lie on the table. Danny looked up at the 
ceiling in a daze until it was suddenly replaced by darkness. 


No, God, no, not this again— 


His spectral glow illuminated the corners of the box surrounding his head. He could hear Maddie 
clicking a lock into place. 


Her boots stomped away. The lab door slammed. 
He struggled to breathe. 


The game was finally over and he lost. 


you won't listen 
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You won't listen. 


There was no point in trying to make her hear him. And he was just so tired now. 


Maddie checked the time on her phone. Thirty minutes to midnight. 


She bounced her leg but managed to stop herself from doing it a second time as she returned her 
attention to the movie she was watching with Jack in their living room. A complete waste of time. 
Danny was still gone, and watching this movie wasn't going to help find him. 


But they had spent the whole day once again trying to find Danny and once again turned up empty. 
And now it was late and no one was available or willing to help them anymore. There was nothing 
else they could do until the next day. 


But she ached to do something. So much frustration, so much confusion. The longing rippled under 
her skin, begging for a release. 


She wanted to make Phantom feel worse than she did so, so bad. 


She checked the time on her phone again. Only one minute had passed. When was this movie going 
to be over? When was Jack going to get up from the couch and go to bed so she could finally head 
over to the lab? 


She stared at the screen for some time and pretended to watch with glazed eyes. She checked the 
time again, crossed her legs, clasped her shaking hands in her lap. 


Jack placed his arm around her and pulled her closer. Maddie leaned against him and sighed 
deeply, tried to enjoy the embrace. Tried to relax. 


She recrossed her legs so that the right was on top this time. 
"What's on your mind, Mads?" asked Jack gently. 
Maddie shook her head and placed her shaking hands between her thighs. 


Jack picked up the remote and lowered the volume of the TV. "Really. It's okay. We can talk about 
Danny if you want." 


"No. We can keep watching. Turn it back up." 


"But you seem restless. I only suggested we watch a movie just to get a short break from 
everything, but we don't have to." 


A short break from everything. Maddie knew Jack meant well, but why should they get a break if 
Danny couldn't get one from whatever trouble he was in? And at this point, she was sure he was in 
trouble. Surely he would've returned home by now if he had a choice. Right? He wouldn't do this 
to her willingly, right? Surely? 


Maddie sighed and straightened so that she was no longer resting against him. "I don't know. I 
guess I'm just too distracted to pay attention to a movie." 


Jack nodded. "Yeah. To tell you the truth, I don't really know what's going on in this movie. I've 
just been enjoying sitting here with you." 


He rubbed her arm. Maddie gave him a small smile. 
"It has been nice, you're right." Maddie glanced up the stairs. "I wish Jazz could've joined us." 
Jack also looked at the stairs. "I haven't really talked to her much this past week." 


"[T haven't either. We've both just been so busy with paperwork and the police and putting up flyers 
around the town." 


"She's either at school, in her room, or out with Sam and Tucker. I didn't even know she was that 
close to them." 


"I don't think they are that close. I think they all just really miss Danny." 
Tears sprang in Maddie's eyes. An audible sob caught in her throat. 

Jack wrapped both of his arms around her. "I miss him, too." 

They stayed quiet for a moment. Maddie buried herself against Jack's chest. 


She loved how large he was, the way he could completely surround her, blanket her from all sides, 
keep her secure and safe. 


Just like how Phantom's head was completely locked up in the lab— 


She exhaled sharply and pulled herself out of Jack's hold. She knew where this could lead. She 
needed to separate from Jack, get him to go to bed so that she could leave for the lab. 


"I think I should talk to Jazz," said Maddie. "See what she thinks about all this, how it's affecting 
her. She's been a little different since Danny went missing." 


"Yeah." Jack picked up the remote. "I think you're right. We should talk to her." 
He aimed the remote at the TV, but Maddie stopped him from switching it off. 


"Do you mind if I just talk to her alone?" asked Maddie. "I just want this conversation to be a 
mother-daughter thing." 


"Well, I'd like to hear what she has to say, too." 


"I know, but I think maybe it'd be easier on her if it was just me." She gestured to the TV. "You 
could finish up the movie and then head to bed." 


Jack sighed. "I don't need to finish this." He aimed the remote again and turned the TV off. "I'll just 
go to bed. No point staying up." 


He stood and stretched. Maddie also stood. 


"Or maybe I'll just wait for you to join me in our room," he said with a smile. "Maybe I'll just read 
something until you finish talking to Jazz." 


Oh, she knew exactly what he wanted. 

But she couldn't. Not when Phantom was waiting for her. 

"No, no, go ahead and sleep,” said Maddie. "You don't need to wait for me." 
"But I want to." 

He ran his hand down the length of her arm. Maddie shivered. 

"Okay," said Maddie. "But if you get tired, feel free to sleep, really." 


Jack nodded and moved in closer to her. Maddie tilted her face up so she could maintain eye 
contact. 


He brought his mouth to hers, bending over in that adorable way he always had to. Maddie's entire 
body relaxed as she lapped up his familiar taste. 


His skin felt so warm. 

Not like Phantom's skin, which was always so cold— 

Phantom— 

She couldn't do this now or else she might never leave and see Phantom— 


And she needed to see Phantom, needed to do so many things to him, needed to doeverything to 
him to make up for the nothing of Danny being gone— 


She pulled back and patted Jack's cheek. "Good night, dear." 


She quickly turned away so she wouldn't see his resulting expression. Hopefully he wasn't 
disappointed. Hopefully he wasn't looking at her with longing and sadness as she made her way out 
of the living room and up the stairs. 


She stood outside Jazz's door for a moment. She could hear Jazz speaking on the other side in a 
low voice, and it did not sound like she'd be hanging up the phone call soon. 


Maddie rapped on the door a couple times. "Jazz? Can I come in?" 
"Uh, yeah, Mom, just a second," Jazz called. 


Maddie listened to her hurriedly whisper something. Jazz then opened the door and gave Maddie a 
smile. She was dressed in pajamas with her hair braided. 


"Hey, what do you need?" asked Jazz. 


"[ just want to talk," said Maddie. "So much has been going on, and I want to check in with you." 


"Oh, well, I'm fine, Mom. You don't need to worry about me." 
"Oh, but I do. I'm your mother." 


Jazz smiled. "Yeah. You are." She gestured for Maddie to come in. "Sorry, my room is kind of a 
mess. I haven't really had a chance to clean it lately." 


"It's fine." Maddie took a seat on Jazz's unmade bed. "I haven't been keeping the house as clean as I 
should lately either." 


Jazz sat in her desk chair and looked down at her lap. 

"So who were you talking to on the phone?" asked Maddie. 

Jazz looked up. "Hmm?" 

"Before I came in. I heard you talking to someone." 

"Oh! Uh... Just Tucker. And Sam." 

"About what?" 

Jazz wrung her hands. "Um... Well, Danny." She paused. "We're all so worried about him." 
"Do you talk to them often about Danny?" 


"Yeah. I mean, they're the only other kids who really knew him, you know? Even though we're not 
exactly friends, they're the only people I can talk about him with." 


"Sweetie, you know you can talk to me and Dad about him, right?" 


"Oh, yes, of course I know that!" Jazz put a hand to her chest. "But you two have been so busy— 
which I'm not faulting you for, of course, you've been trying to find Danny—and Sam and Tucker 
just need someone to talk to as well, you know?" 


"So you're being like a therapist to them, huh?" 


"I guess maybe a little. It's not like they can just talk to their parents about him. The Mansons, the 
Foleys, they don't really know him in the same way we all do." 


Maddie's lips pursed as she remembered Sam's mother accusing her son of being a lowlife drug 
addict. Never mind that she was right—well, about the drugs, not the lowlife part—that woman 
could never understand anything about her boy's true character. 


"No," said Maddie. "You're right, they don't." 


Maddie stewed for another moment. Jazz pulled her braid over her shoulder and ran her fingers 
down its length. 


"So." Maddie cleared her throat. "What kind of things do you talk about? With Sam and Tucker, I 
mean. About Danny." 


"Oh, you know. Just how we're all dealing with it and any thoughts or new clues about maybe 
where he is." 


Maddie shifted and leaned forward. "Really? And do any of you have any ideas about where he 


might be?" 
"Ah, well—" 


"Because the police haven't yet spoken to Sam and Tucker, and Sam's mother in particular is very 
adamant that they leave Sam out of the investigation entirely." 


"Right, yeah—" 


"And I keep telling them they really need to interrogate Sam and Tucker immediately, but they're 
being very stubborn about it for some reason. And they won't let me talk to them myself. But 
maybe I could bypass all that and just get answers from you." 


"Oh." Jazz rubbed her upper arm. "I can't really help all that much. Sorry. We... We don't have any 
ideas." 


"But you said you've been talking about clues?" 
"We have, but they haven't really helped. We just have no idea where he could've gone." 


Jazz was no longer making eye contact. Maddie did not speak for some time, hoping the prolonged 
silence would get Jazz to say more. 


But Jazz remained quiet. 


"I guess we're all just bewildered," said Maddie softly. "This is just so unlike him that none of us 
can even imagine where he went." 


Jazz tugged at her earlobe. "I just can't believe he isn't back yet. It... It makes me worried that..." 
Her focus became distant. 


"Worried that what, Jazz?" Maddie gently prompted. 


"I don't know." Jazz shrugged, her voice breaking. "Just—what if he's in trouble? What if he didn't 
mean to get far when he ran off? What if he just wanted to cool down for a bit before returning 
home? And the only reason he isn't home is because—" Jazz's words cut off with a harsh gasp, 
throttled. 


"Because he can't come home?" finished Maddie tentatively. "Because something or someone is 
preventing him from coming home?" 


Jazz nodded. "Yeah. That. Or—or—" 

"He can't come home because he's dead?" 

Jazz nodded again. 

"I am terrified of all those possibilities," said Maddie. 
The two were quiet for some time. 


"I can't believe I let this happen." Maddie dug her fingers into the comforter on Jazz's bed. "I 
noticed changes in Danny's behavior since he started high school, and I didn't do anything about 
it." 


"Oh, Mom—" 


"I just figured it was normal adolescence. You know, high school is hard for everyone. And I just 
thought he'd learn to get through it like all teenagers do. I didn't think he'd start turning to 
painkillers and stealing narcotics." 


"Mom—" 


"But I maybe should've guessed it could happen. Jack used to be an alcoholic. You were maybe too 
young to remember when he gave up drinking, but I mean, Danny has substance abuse tendencies 
in his blood." 


"Mom, I didn't know he was using narcotics either," said Jazz. "He was really good at hiding it." 


"But I definitely knew he wasn't doing well in school. That he didn't have many friends. That he 
had no interest in extracurricular activities. He didn't even want to join the school's astronomy 
club!" Maddie covered her face. "I knew he was depressed and anxious and struggling, but I didn't 
try to figure out why. I just kept hoping it was typical teenage depression and that he'd grow out of 
it." 


"Depression is never normal at any age," said Jazz softly. 


"I was just so busy with our research, with seeing a ghost for the first time and then a whole bunch 
more after that. Our work was taking off, and we were getting so many e-mails and calls and 
requests for appearances and meetings every day. And I—" Maddie moaned. "I guess I just kept 
convincing myself he was fine so that I could concentrate on my work without feeling guilty." 


Maddie lowered her head. 


"If I had just paid more attention to him. If I had just tried to help him earlier. Maybe he'd still be 
here." 


Jazz raised her hands. "You know, I wish I had done things differently with him, too. But beating 
ourselves up over it isn't going to help anything. I think the best we can do now is focus on finding 
him. And when he's back, we can work on improving things, work on actually helping him. And 
all of us. Helping our whole family just...be a family again." 


Maddie's stomach knotted. She had come in here to check on Jazz, make sure she was okay, 
provide emotional support. But instead, her daughter was actually doing the comforting and being 
the voice of reason. 


Jazz had grown up so fast. Definitely no longer her little girl. 
Maddie smiled fondly. "You really are so smart." 
Jazz also smiled, but shyly. 


"So... You really have no idea or clues that might help us?" asked Maddie. "Anything at all you 
can think of?" 


"Nothing that we haven't already ruled out. I would've thought he'd run off to Tucker's house or 
maybe Sam's, but obviously he's not with either of them. Are there any ideas you or Dad or the 
police have that I don't know about?" 


"We're stumped, too. The police are just convinced he'll come back on his own eventually." 


"[ really hope so," said Jazz softly. 


"Yeah," said Maddie just as softly. "Me too." She stood. "I suppose I should let you get to bed. It's 
late. We all have another very long day tomorrow." 


She placed her hands on Jazz's shoulders and kissed the top of her head before walking toward the 
door. 


"Wait, um... There is one thing I'm wondering," said Jazz. 
Maddie turned around and waited. 

"Have you heard about Danny Phantom lately?" 

Maddie kept her jaw from slacking. 


"I just haven't heard about him on the news in a while." Jazz pulled on the tip of her finger. "Have 
you seen him at all? Or heard about where he might be?" 


Of course Maddie had seen him. She knew exactly where he was, strapped down to a table with his 
head locked in a vice. 


"Why are you asking about him?" Maddie tried to keep her tone casual and light. Jazz didn't 
suspect anything, did she? She couldn't possibly know, could she? No, Maddie had been so careful; 
no one knew she was keeping Phantom hidden as her personal prisoner. 


"Oh, well, it's just—" Jazz shrugged. "I was just curious, that's all. You being a ghost hunter and 
all, I thought maybe you would've seen him." 


Maddie's mind continued to click over all the reasons why Jazz would be asking about him. It 
wouldn't make sense unless she knew. Oh, God, she knew, she— 


Wait. 

Maddie folded her arms and smirked. "Oh, that's right. I forgot that you have a crush on Phantom." 
Jazz's face flushed. "No, I don't! Mom!" 

"Then why are you asking me about him?" 

"Because—I just—I don't know, I was just wondering!" 


Maddie laughed. "It's okay, sweetie. You can wonder about him all you want if it makes you a 
little happier thinking about those pretty green eyes and that flowing white hair—" 


"Mom! Oh, my God, stop!" shrieked Jazz, pulling on her braids. 


Maddie chortled and waved a dismissive hand. "Look, I'm just saying." She moved close to Jazz 
again and stroked her cheek. "If thinking about Phantom gets your mind off of Danny for a bit, 
there's no harm in that, okay?" 


She had to say that. She had been doing the exact same thing, after all. 


"We should try not to be stressed and fearful all the time," continued Maddie. "Our brains need a 
break, a way to vent so they can stay their sharpest." 


And hers was begging to hurry and vent already, to take everything out on Phantom. It was time to 
go, time to see him, time to think about only him and get her mind off of Danny. 


Maddie kissed Jazz's head again and left the room. She walked down the hall, finally allowing 
herself to push all thoughts of Danny aside for now, her break from the trials and misery of this 
exhausting search for him. 


She really couldn't blame Jazz for wondering about Phantom. He was so fascinating, such an 
enjoyable mystery. And he was waiting for Maddie to return, waiting for her to continue exploring 
him. Well, his wait would soon be over. She already had so many plans for him, so many questions 
from the night before. Like how the hell was his arm unharmed by boiling ectoplasm? What did it 
mean? It could only mean his ectoplasmic properties were different from that of normal ghosts, so 
different that normal ectoplasm wasn't enough to interact with his skin. But why, how? 


She had to figure it out. But she also needed to remember to be a scientist first. The game she 
played with him last night was thrilling and exciting but also so dangerous. In her efforts to punish 
him for being uncooperative, she sometimes couldn't stop herself from going too far. 


Really, what was she thinking when she tried to boil his arms? What if it had worked and she 
destroyed them, then what? What if it had melted the skin right off? What if they didn't heal 
correctly just like his slashed eye? What if they didn't heal at all and had to be amputated? She still 
had plans to test his powers, his abilities, things he possibly couldn't do with damaged arms. 


She couldn't destroy him too soon. She needed him in good condition for as long as possible so she 
could actually run all of her devised experiments on him. She'd be devastated if she lost him too 
soon after so many months of pursuing him. 


She needed to maintain better control of her anger around him no matter how much he insisted on 
pushing her. No matter what, he was the specimen. He could mouth off all he wanted, act as smug 
and cocky as he dared, but that could never change that he was the one strapped to the table 
beneath her. 


Right. Time to be a scientist. 

She had to see him now. 

Maddie approached her bedroom door and placed her hand on the door knob. 
Please let Jack be asleep, please let him be asleep, please, please— 


She gently twisted the knob and softly pushed the door open, relieved that it was dark inside the 
room. Good, Jack decided not to stay up for her after all. He was asleep, and nothing could ever 
wake him when he was asleep, one of her favorite things about him, especially now. 


She turned on her phone's flashlight and moved to the closet. She picked out a clean suit and began 
unzipping the suit she was currently wearing. 


"Maddie?" Jack called. 


Maddie froze, her zipper already halfway down her chest. She turned around, still holding the clean 
suit on its hanger. "Oh, Jack. You're still awake? I thought you were asleep." 


Jack's lamp on his nightstand switched on. Jack sat up in bed under the covers. "I said I'd stay up 
for you." 


"Oh, yeah, I know, but the lights were off, so I thought—" 


"Are you glad I'm still awake?" 


"I—" Maddie forced a smile. "Yes, of course I'm glad, Jack." 
Jack also smiled and patted her side of the bed. "Wanna join me?" 
Maddie glanced at the suit on its hanger. "Oh, well, I—" 

"Or were you planning on going out again?" 

Maddie stiffened. "I—I wasn't, no, I was just—" 


"It's okay," said Jack kindly. "I know you've been going out every night, and if you think you need 
to, then you should." 


Maddie lowered the suit in her hand. "Really?" 

"Of course. And if you let me, I'll be happy to join you." 

"Join me?" 

"Yes. I mean, I know what you're doing, and I want to be there to help however I can." 


Maddie's gut coiled and dropped. He knew? What—how—had she been careless? Had she left 
clues? Had he followed her one night? How was this possible? 


She gulped in air and tried to speak, her words weak and breathy. "Jack, I can explain—" 
"There's nothing to explain. I get it." 

Maddie's throat clamped shut. 

"You're going out to look for Danny some more," said Jack. "I get that. Why wouldn't I get that?" 


Maddie's throat refused to open even in her relief. Yes, of course, a perfect excuse: She wasn't 
content with searching for Danny during only the day, had to devote nights to him as well. 


"Yes," Maddie finally managed to gasp out before strengthening her voice. "I've been going out to 
look for Danny at night, just driving around the town. Sometimes to the neighboring towns." 


"Why didn't you want me to know that, Maddie?" 


"Well, I—I didn't want to make you lose any sleep. And I thought maybe you'd try to stop me, and 
I couldn't—I mean, I just had to keep trying because the police sure aren't." 


Maddie fingered the suit on the hanger. 

"I have to keep trying," she murmured. 

Jack got out of bed. "I can go with you, Maddie." 

He walked toward her. Maddie's muscles seized and jumped. 
"No!" she shouted. 

Jack stopped. 


"I mean, um..." Maddie caught her breath and swallowed. "It's just... It's therapeutic for me, you 
know? Driving by myself around the town. All day long, I'm talking to people—interviewing, 


trying to get the damn police to actually do something—and it's just nice to be alone for a while, 
looking for any sign of him." 


Maddie turned away from him. Jack stayed still a moment longer before approaching her. She 
turned back to him and looked up into his sad eyes. He gently pulled the suit out of her hand and 
hung it back up in the closet. 


"Wha—wait—" stammered Maddie. 


She reached back for the suit, but Jack stopped her with a strong embrace. Maddie stood in his 
arms, did not move. 


"Jack, J—" 

"Stay with me." 

Jack's hold on her tightened, his face nuzzled into her hair. Maddie's gaze darted to the ceiling. 
"I don't want you to go," murmured Jack, his words muffled. "I need you. I miss you." 
"Jack—" 

"You've been gone so much this past week." 

"I know, but only because—" 

"I know. I know we need to find Danny. But we still need each other too. More than ever now." 
Tears pushed at Maddie's eyes. "I need to go out, Jack. Really, please—" 

"Then let me go with you." 

"No—" 


"Why not?" Jack released his hold and held her out at arm's length, his hands on her shoulders. 
"Why won't you let me join you? He's my son, too. If that's what you want to do right now, then I 
want to be there with you." 


"But—" 
"Please. I want to be with you. Let me be with you at least for tonight." 


A tear streamed down Maddie's face. She wanted to be with him, wanted to love her husband 
tonight. 


But Phantom, Phantom, Phantom— 


She couldn't let Jack join her in going out, not without actually searching for Danny in order to hide 
what she had really been doing every night. And she needed her nightly break from Danny, needed 
to vent and take everything out on Phantom. 


She sighed and grasped Jack's hands that were on her shoulders, slipping them off and holding 
them in her own. 


She needed a break from Danny. But it seemed that tonight, she was going to get it from her 
husband. Not Phantom. 


And that was...okay. For one night. 
She had been missing her husband too, after all. 


Maddie led him to the bed. Jack climbed under the covers on his side while Maddie slipped out of 
her jumpsuit and joined him. 


Jack switched off his bedside lamp. Maddie could see only faint traces of his face in the dim 
moonlight shining through the cracks in the blinds. 


He cupped her face with his large hand. Maddie nestled into it with a sigh. 
"Maddie?" 

She hummed a response. 

"Maddie, it... It is Danny that you go out to look for every night, right?" 


Maddie kept her face pressed to his hand, hoping he couldn't make out her strained expression in 
the dark. 


She knew what he meant. He had accused her before of obsessing over Phantom, confronted her 
about how irrationally committed she was to finding him. 


Many nights, Maddie had chosen to go out to search for Phantom instead of sleeping beside her 
husband in bed. 


And he knew that. 


She could feel more tears filling her eyes. She briefly buried her face against her pillow to wipe 
them away. 


She couldn't tell Jack about Phantom now, not after how far she had gotten with Phantom on her 
own. Jack would wonder why she had been keeping Phantom secret from him. He would take it 
the wrong way. He would accuse her of doing inappropriate things with Phantom because why else 
would she want to keep him secret? 


He would never understand no matter how she tried to explain it. 


But she also knew she couldn't continue this deception with her husband forever. The point of 
studying Phantom was to use him for her research, to share her findings with the world. 


Jack was going to have to know one day. 
Maddie kissed Jack's hand and moved closer to him, pressing her chest against his. 


She would tell him. One day. When Danny was back, because surely they would find him soon. 
She would tell him as soon as they found Danny. Absolutely. 


Just...not now. 


For now, Phantom had to be her secret and only hers. Her escape from this terrible world where 
Danny currently didn't exist. 


But once Danny was back, everything would be wonderful and happy again. 


are you awake? 


Chapter Notes 


Happy Halloween! 


Are you awake? 


She hoped he was eating enough, sleeping enough. He had never been very good at either of those 
things, though. She had to take much better care of him if—when he returned. 


This felt too long. 


Danny stared at the inner surface of the box surrounding his head, only a few mere inches from his 
nose. If only he could cover his ears, his breathing was just so loud. 


It felt like a lot of time had passed. More time than he was usually alone. 


But that couldn't be right. The scientist wasn't here yet, so it must not have been more than a day 
yet. 


He was just confused. Disoriented. Probably. 
She was going to come eventually. She wouldn't miss a night. He wasn't that lucky. 


He was so exhausted but he didn't want to sleep. He didn't want to wake up yet again from another 
nightmare gasping for air, screaming, crying, unable to escape, his wrists chafing against his 
restraints and his head hitting the ceiling of this box. 


He wanted to leave, he wanted to go home. 
His cheeks were rubbed raw by so many tears he couldn't brush away. 


The lab door opened. The light switched on, filtering through the air holes in the headlock device. 
Danny stopped breathing as he listened to the sound of footsteps approaching. 


But these footsteps did not sound familiar. They were heavier, more solid, nothing like the 
rhythmic clicking of Maddie's boots. 


The footsteps came closer and stopped right next to him. Danny stared in the direction of the 
unknown person, only seeing the corner of the box enclosed around his head as he tried to guess 
who could possibly be standing beside him now. 


The stranger stayed still for some time, but Danny could sense they were staring at him. Studying 
him. 


He wasn't sure if he should say something or remain quiet. 


Danny's hand twitched, his fingers curling and then relaxing. The stranger abruptly walked away 


and moved around the lab. Danny could only listen and try to guess where they were, what they 
were doing. 


The stranger was beside him again. They jiggled and twisted the lock that kept the box shut around 
Danny's head before swinging it open. Danny squinted in the onslaught of bright light and blinked 
a few times before he could recognize the unknown person. 


Vlad. 


Vlad gave him that usual smirk of his, dressed in his typical suit, hair slicked back and gleaming in 
the fluorescent light. "How have you been these days, little badger?" 


Danny could not speak. 


Vlad pulled the box away from Danny's head entirely and set it on the floor. His gaze wandered 
over Danny's body belted down to the table, head to toe and then back up to his face. Danny's skin 
burned under his suit, which had once again managed to reform over his body. 


"From the look of things, I'm guessing you haven't been well at all." 


Vlad's hand moved toward his face. Danny attempted to turn away but could not escape Vlad's 
touch. Vlad's fingers gently grazed his jaw, making Danny flinch. 


"So much bruising here," said Vlad. "I saw a tooth over on the counter. I'm guessing that's yours, 
isn't it?" 


Vlad tapped his jaw a couple times. Danny attempted to hold back a wince. The throbbing had 
stopped a few hours ago but it was still tender. 


"And your eye, it's so much dimmer than the other. What happened there?" 


Vlad's fingers wandered down to his neck where the device partially paralyzing his vocal folds was 
attached. Danny hoped he'd maybe yank it off to stop his constant sore throat. 


"Oh, that's clever," said Vlad. "This is so you can't use your ghostly wail, isn't it? Maddie thinks of 
everything. I love that about her." 


Vlad's fingers again moved up to his face, flaking away a dried trail of tears on his cheek. Danny 
tried to keep new tears from falling. 


"How did you find me?" he rasped out, his voice far weaker than he meant for it to be. He could 
feel the small chunk Maddie had cut from his tongue as it scraped against his teeth. "I mean, she 
said—she said she didn't tell anyone where—" 


"Your mother didn't tell me where you were, no." 

"Then how—" 

"This is my lab." Vlad stretched out his arms in a gesture. "Perhaps she didn't tell you that?" 
Danny did not reply. 


"She must be very intent on keeping you a secret," said Vlad. "She only conducts work here that 
she doesn't want anyone to know about, particularly Jack. She's not always the most ethical 
scientist, you know." Vlad smirked. "I'm sure you already know that." 


Danny scowled. 


"But she is brilliant." Vlad sighed and looked off to the side. "She dares to go where other 
scientists won't. And she gets results because of it. If only she would work with me, imagine what 
we could unlock together, all of the scientific mysteries we could solve." 


Oh, God. Danny did not want to imagine that at all. 


"As for how I found you, I check on all of my properties regularly, including power usage. I 
noticed that this particular lab was showing a much higher electricity consumption. Now of course 
I knew that meant Maddie was using it, which wasn't unusual by itself. I did give her permission to 
use it whenever she desires. But the current meter reading was very high, and given the 
circumstances as of late, I suspected that perhaps there was a special specimen here." Vlad sneered 
at him. "My hypothesis proved correct." 


Danny could barely suppress a low growl in his aching throat. 


"So I decided to stop by to see for myself,” said Vlad. "Maddie spends all day looking for you, so I 
knew I wouldn't run into her here. Not now." 


Danny glanced toward the door, not really sure why except that he knew the outside was beyond. 
"Is it day now?" 


"It is! In fact, it's Tuesday. Are you aware you've been gone an entire week now?" 
Danny's chest jerked, his stomach dropped. 

A week? She had stolen a whole week from him? 

Stop, stop, he couldn't cry, not with Vlad here. 


"[ have to admit, I almost envy you," said Vlad somewhat wistfully. "Strapped down like this by 
your dear mother while she does whatever she wants to you, can't say I've never had that fantasy." 


Danny snarled. The goddamn audacity of this man. 


"Not that I want to trade places with you right now," said Vlad, playfully tapping him on the nose, 
filling Danny with internal rage he had to fight back because he was not going to struggle against 
his restraints in front of Vlad and demonstrate just how completely powerless he was right now. 


"Anyway, we have some catching up to do." Vlad grabbed a chair from across the lab and pulled it 
up next to the examination table. "You don't mind if I just get comfortable first, do you?" 


Vlad took a seat and leaned back, one leg crossed over the other, looking very comfortable indeed. 
Danny tried not to react. 


"I'm sure you're wondering what has been going on in Amity Park the past week." 


Danny did not reply. He of course wanted to know what was going on beyond this lab, but he didn't 
want Vlad of all people to know just how desperately homesick he was. 


"Well, to begin, everyone does know you're missing. Maddie and Jack filed the report the very 
night you disappeared. They printed out hundreds of posters, took to social media. You even made 
the local news, being the son of our town's most famous ghost hunters and researchers. Your 
teachers, your classmates, they all know you're missing. Oh, and of course your friends know, all 


two of them." 

"[ have more than two friends," hissed Danny. 
"Right, yes, your sister. I suppose that makes three." 
Danny huffed and rolled his eyes. 


"The ghosts all know it too, of course. And they're pleased as punch that Danny Phantom is no 
longer around to be a right nuisance, let me tell you." 


Danny blanched. Oh, God, the ghosts, the town! He had been so selfishly fixated on his own 
problems that he hadn't even considered what havoc the ghosts were wreaking on Amity Park 
without him around to stop them. 


"Don't worry,” said Vlad. "Amity Park is my town, too. I'm not going to let anything happen to it 
while I'm mayor. No, that wouldn't make me look good. I've enhanced my anti-ghost technology 
already in place, hired some excellent ghost hunters to fight off rogue ghosts, bribed a few other 

ghosts to stay away. Everyone is safe. We've been doing just fine without you." 


Danny lowered his eyes. Shouldn't this be a relief, to know he wasn't actually needed? That he 
really could just die here and the town he had sworn to protect would still be okay? 


"As for how the search for you is going, well, from what I've been hearing, the police aren't trying 
very hard to find you," said Vlad. "They consider you just a runaway. They believe you will return 
when you are ready and that they don't need to try very hard when there are people who are 
actually missing to find, people who actually want to be found." 


Danny frowned. Did he want to be found? 
He could see one of his restraints out of the corner of his eye. 


He certainly didn't want to be found like this. It was embarrassing enough Vlad had to see him like 
this. 


"You're just not worth their time, I suppose," said Vlad with a shrug. "They don't want to waste 
resources on some angry delinquent runaway teen with a drug problem." 


Danny's eyes snapped to him. "What—how do you know about—" 


Vlad raised his hands. "I have connections. I've been learning so much about you the past week. 
Plus your mother has told me some things." Vlad grinned. "Your mother has actually been trying 
very hard to locate you. Your father too, but Maddie has been all over town and even beyond, 
talking to anyone she can, putting up posters wherever she's allowed. It's what she does all day, you 
know." 


Vlad chuckled, then laughed more fully. Danny glared at him. 


"And then I suppose she comes here at night." Vlad laughed some more. "I apologize, it's just you 
have to admit, that's some good irony. She truly has no idea, does she? She searches and searches 
for you all day long and then sees you at night, never making the connection at all when it really is 
so obvious. She captures Danny Phantom and Danny Fenton disappears, just—" 


Vlad again laughed. Danny hated the sound. 


"I'm sorry, sorry." Vlad cleared his throat. "She really is brilliant, you know. Apart from that, she 
has a truly astounding mind. And I have to be fair: I didn't know you were Danny Phantom until I 
saw you transform with my own eyes. It's difficult to believe someone as pitiful as you could be a 
rather powerful ghost." 


Danny's fists clenched even though he could not do a single thing with them. 


"But anyway, your mother even came to me for help," said Vlad. "A couple times, actually. She 
wanted me to use my connections to help her. More fervently, she wanted me to check the security 
cameras I have around town. Now of course, one of my cameras did catch you transforming and 
flying off right in front of your house." 


Danny tensed. 


"But I didn't tell her that," said Vlad. "I made up some lie about how my cameras are designed to 
only turn on when they pick up ecto-signatures from ghosts and that I don't even have a camera 
placed in front of your house." 


"I knew you did, you creep," muttered Danny. 


"Just keeping an eye on my favorite family and their half-ghost son who is always ruining my 
plans." 


Danny rolled his eyes. 


"I actually destroyed that recording," said Vlad. "Didn't want to risk the police demanding to see 
anything. But Maddie, oh, she was so desperate, so very desperate. The second time she came to 
see me, she actually offered to sleep with me in exchange for anything I could tell her." 


Danny snarled. "She did not." 
"Oh, but she did." 
"She did not, you liar." 


Vlad raised a solemn hand. "I swear to the God I don't believe in that she did. She came right to my 
mansion and practically begged me to sleep with her." 


"No!" shouted Danny. "She didn't. She wouldn't. You're just saying that to piss me off." 
"Oh, is it working?" 
Danny breathed out hard through his nose, a low rumbling sound coming from his throat. 


Vlad leaned back in his chair. "Honestly, Daniel, you should be flattered. Your mother wants to 
bring you home so desperately that she is willing to cheat on her own husband to find you. She 
must really love you, my boy." 


"She loves my dad too, Vlad." 
"Not enough to not cheat on him, it seems." 


Danny whipped his head away, wishing he could scream. He hated the thought, hated the image of 
his mother and Vlad wrapped around each other— 


She had done so many horrible things to him but surely she wouldn't do that would she—? 


He didn't want Vlad to have his mother. Ever. 


He blinked, suddenly aware of the stinging tears in his eyes. Why did this bother him so much? 
After all she had done? She wasn't even really his mother anymore at this point, was she? 


"I had to turn her down, though," said Vlad. "Exposing you exposes me, which in turn exposes 
many things I need to keep secret, things that I could no longer hide or suppress no matter how 
many people I overshadow." Vlad sighed deeply. "But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't tempted. I still 
am. I could have her. So easily. I have what she needs, what she wants to know. Even better, I 
know exactly where you are now. She could be mine tonight if I desired." 


"Don't you dare," spat Danny. 
"Oh? And who would stop me?" Vlad smiled at him. "You?" 
Danny fumed but said nothing. 


"But as I said, I simply can't," said Vlad. "Amusing as it is, I'll simply have to continue to allow 
your mother to search tirelessly for you all while knowing she will never succeed as long as she has 
no idea her son and ghost specimen are the same." 


Danny's chest burned, ached. She didn't know; that was the only reason she kept torturing him like 
this. Surely if she just knew, she would stop. 


But if she were to find out now... 


The pain it would cause her, the pain it would cause him. It would break both of them. 
Permanently. 


He didn't want her to know. He wanted to get out of this without her knowing. But he also knew 
Vlad was right, that there was no escape for him unless she realized who he was. 


At least, he had thought that was the only escape for him. Until now. Until Vlad had found him. 


Danny wanted to beg Vlad to help him, to release him from these restraints, to please get him out 
of here so he could leave and go home and sleep in his bed again and maybe just act like none of 
this ever happened even when Maddie tried to make him talk about it. 


But he was afraid to ask. 


Initially, he didn't ask because he had far too much pride to just come out and actually ask Vlad to 
help him. Even if he secretly wanted to beg and plead, he could never let Vlad know just how 
homesick and pitiful he was. He didn't even want to imagine the smug grin that would cross Vlad's 
face if he revealed how helpless he felt, all of the pain he was in. 


But with how long Vlad had been here without even mentioning the possibility of rescuing him, 
Danny was now just too afraid to ask. 


Because if Vlad were going to release him, wouldn't he have maybe done it by now? 
But surely Vlad couldn't possibly be so cruel to just leave him here, right? 


He honestly didn't know when it came to Vlad. Vlad had imprisoned and almost killed him 
himself, so why would Vlad care to rescue him now? 


As long as he didn't ask, he wouldn't get a definite 'no.' He could continue hoping that maybe 


maybe maybe Vlad would free him soon once he finished with all of his gloating. 


"Your mother isn't the only one trying very hard to find you," said Vlad, a little more softly now. 
"Your friends and sister also came to me a couple times hoping I could help them find you." 


Danny blinked and turned his head back to Vlad. 


"The first time was the day after you disappeared," said Vlad. "Wednesday, must've been after 
school. They came to me while I was still in my office. They were convinced I had something to do 
with your disappearance. I couldn't blame them, of course. It does seem like something I would do, 
doesn't it?" 


"It was something you did," muttered Danny. 

"Oh, yes, when I crashed the plane you and your mother were on and forced you to stay with me." 
"I was referring to the time you tried to clone me." 

"Right, that too. We've built so many memories together, haven't we?" 


Danny's eyelids fluttered. Memories, that wasn't exactly the word he would use to describe all that 
Vlad had put him through in the past. 


"So like I said, I couldn't blame your friends and sister for suspecting me," Vlad continued. "I had a 
difficult time convincing them I was just as bewildered as to your whereabouts as they were. Your 
goth friend in particular seemed very sure that I was lying about my lack of involvement. Is she 
always so aggressive?" 


Danny shrugged but felt a warmth spread through his chest. Oh, yes, that was Sam, all right. 
Always fighting for what she felt was right, for what she believed in. She would even fight Vlad 
just for him. 


The warmth in his chest turned into ache as he realized it had been a week since he'd seen her and 
he missed her so much and he had no idea if he'd even see her again because he still didn't know if 
Vlad was going to help him escape. 


"Eventually I managed to convince them that I had no idea where you were, and we began 
exchanging what little information we had. I showed them the last video of you my camera 
captured, the one where you transformed in front of your house before taking off, confirming that 
you did indeed run away. They then told me everything that had been going on with you the week 
before that, how your mother apparently cornered you in ghost form and held you at gunpoint, how 
traumatized you were following that incident." 


"T was not traumatized." 


"Oh, really? So you already had a drug problem before all this happened? You didn't turn to drugs 
as a result of the incident?" 


"[—what—did they tell you that?" asked Danny, feeling betrayed. 


"They told me that you often used narcotic painkillers to help you recover and sleep after a hard 
night of ghost fighting, but they suspected that you began using even more after the gunpoint 
incident with your mother." 


"That's not true. I was using it the same as I always did." 


"But you do admit you were using narcotics?" 


"Using—no, that makes me sound like an addict. I just took them sometimes, only when I needed 
them." 


"In addition to over-the-counter painkillers, correct? That's how your mother realized you had a 
problem, when she noticed that the painkillers in her medicine cabinet kept depleting very 
quickly." 


"I—she, well—" 
"And then she had you see a therapist? And begin a detox program? Correct?" 


Danny almost ground his teeth but the pain from his empty tooth socket stopped him. "What does 
this have to do with anything?" 


"I'm just telling you what your friends told me," said Vlad with a shrug. "I just thought you would 
want to know what I know about you now." 


"You don't know anything about me," snapped Danny. "You don't know what really happened to 
me, what she did to me, why I needed painkillers—" Danny choked on the remainder of his words. 


"I know exactly why you needed them,” said Vlad, somewhat quietly. "I know more than anyone 
that it just hurts to be part ghost sometimes." 


Danny unclenched the muscles in his face as he remembered the terrible skin disease Vlad endured 
when he was first poisoned by a failed ghost portal. 


Vlad cocked his head. "It hurts now, doesn't it?" 

Danny said nothing. 

"Bet you wish you had some painkillers now, don't you?" 
Danny's expression hardened. 


"I didn't bring you any," said Vlad, sounding almost apologetic even through his smirk. "I thought 
about it, but then I wasn't completely positive you'd actually be here." 


Danny shut his eyes, wishing he could somehow close his ears just as hard. 


"Back to the story, our first meeting ended up not producing anything too useful," said Vlad. "Your 
friends and sister informed me they weren't planning on telling anyone that you're half ghost 
because they were worried about creating more trouble for you. Or perhaps they were concerned 
about making you angry if you really were just hiding out somewhere. You do have a tendency to 
lash out at those who are just trying to help you." 


Danny slitted his eyes open slightly to glare at Vlad. 


"Then your friends and sister left, and that was that," continued Vlad. "Until Sunday evening when 
they visited me at my mansion. It was only a few hours after your mother asked me to sleep with 
her, actually." 


"Shut up, she did not—" 


Vlad laughed. "Calm down, little badger. I think you'll want to hear this. We went to see 


Clockwork together on Sunday." 
Danny's mouth hung open as he studied Vlad's face to see if he was serious. 


"Your friends told me their plan to see Clockwork and ask him about your whereabouts," said 
Vlad, "but they were hesitant to go alone without an escort of some sort. Normally they would 
have you to fight off any attackers, after all." 


"They're not afraid to go to the Ghost Zone alone." 


"Perhaps that is normally true, but they wanted me to accompany them this time. They said they 
don't normally go so deep into the Ghost Zone alone, plus I think they felt I was the only ally they 
could turn to who knows your secret." 


Ally. The use of the word gave Danny fleeting hope that Vlad would free him after all. 


Vlad crossed his arms. "And I think maybe they were hoping I'd be able to convince Clockwork to 
tell us something if he decided to be difficult about it. And he was indeed very difficult." 


Danny waited, his hope building. 


"We took the Specter Speeder. Easiest and safest way for all four of us to get there. Still took us a 
couple hours to get to Clockwork's lair since we were following that dreadful map you created. 
Really, Daniel, it's not at all to scale and your handwriting is horrible. You truly do take after your 
father." 


"I can use it just fine without getting lost." 
"Yes, a map that is only coherent to you. How useful." 
Danny blew upward in an attempt to move a few bangs off his forehead. 


"So we finally arrived at Clockwork's lair, and he was there, being his normal ethereal self. Your 
friends waste no time in asking him if he knows where you are. He replied yes, of course he knew 
precisely where you were. He is familiar with all that goes on across multiple timelines, after all. 
They then asked him if he could tell them where you are." 


Vlad paused, long enough that Danny's insides knotted. 
"And what did he say?" asked Danny when the wait became too long. 


"Well, if he had told us where you were, don't you think your friends would've come here 
immediately to rescue you?" 


Danny could not speak for a moment and had to force his words out. "He didn't tell you?" 
"Of course not." 

"But why? Why wouldn't he tell you?" 

"Honestly, Daniel, why do you think he would?" 

"Be—because—" 


"Because you're Danny Phantom? Is that why?" 


"I—no, but—" 


"Clockwork is tasked to watch the timeline and not disrupt it in any way. He must allow people 
and ghosts to have their agency. He only intervenes if there is a large enough threat to the Ghost 
Zone or Earth as a whole. Otherwise, he keeps his distance." 


"But—but he—" 


"He is not God," said Vlad, his face serious. "He was very careful to make that clear to us. He does 
not exist to answer prayers and assist individuals with their problems. He apparently has ghosts 
coming to him all the time for help. Sometimes, yes, even humans somehow find their way to him, 
all begging him for answers. But he does not take it upon himself to meddle with fate. It is a burden 
he does not want." 


Danny could practically feel his heart sinking, tearing through his chest and falling to his back. 
Vlad had to be lying. Clockwork wouldn't do that to him. Clockwork wouldn't betray him like that. 


But then Danny had met Clockwork himself, had personally encountered the passive lack of 
emotion from the ghost who could see across time. And Vlad was right: If Clockwork had indeed 
told them where he was, then his friends would've come to rescue him immediately. 


If Vlad was lying, then why was he still here? 


"You're not the only missing person, you know," said Vlad, his tone no longer serious and once 
again mocking. "There are thousands of missing people all over the world. What makes you so 
special that he'd reveal where you are and no one else?" 


Danny said nothing. 


"You think just because you're a superhero for one small town that you're important? You think 
because you have a personal relationship with Clockwork that he'd bend the rules just for you?" 


Danny still said nothing. 


"But don't think we didn't try," said Vlad. "Your friend Sam was especially demanding and refused 
to take no for an answer. I also tried to change his mind, but it was to no avail. He wouldn't even 
allow us to view any part of the timeline to discover the answer for ourselves. So we eventually 
had to return to our dimension with nothing to show for our troubles." 


Vlad shifted in his seat. Danny stared up at the ceiling blankly, his chest feeling numb. 
"But he did tell us one thing," said Vlad. 

Danny blinked and turned his head slightly in Vlad's direction. 

"He told us we would all see you again. Alive, even." 

Danny's numb heart restarted. 


"Certainly ended up being true in my case," said Vlad. "So perhaps that means you'll be seeing 
your friends and sister again as well." 


Danny's heart was now quivering. "Does... Does this mean..." 


Vlad smiled politely and said nothing, simply waited for Danny to continue. 


"Are you going to tell them where I am?" asked Danny, blurting it out quickly before he could 
second-guess asking. "I mean, Sam, Tucker, Jazz—are you going to tell them where they can find 
me?" 


Vlad's smile twitched. He sharply breathed out through his nose, a sound of amusement Danny did 
not like at all. 


"I suppose that is the question before us now, isn't it?" asked Vlad. "Am I going to tell your friends 
what Clockwork wouldn't? Am I going to give them the information they need to rescue you?" He 
paused. "Or perhaps the real question I know you want to ask: Am / going to get you out of here?" 


Danny pressed his lips and did not even breathe in response. 


Vlad stood and held his hands behind his back while pacing slowly beside the table. "I certainly 
could. It would only be too easy to remove these restraints." He stopped his pacing at the end of 
the table and turned back to Danny. "But will I? Well, that depends." 


Danny swallowed. God, his throat hurt so damn much. 


Vlad moved closer to Danny's head and placed his hands on the table. "Don't you think you should 
do something for me, Daniel? If I get you out of this, wouldn't you think you owed me 
something?" 


"What do you want, Vlad?" whispered Danny. 
"I want you to submit to me." 
Danny closed his eyes. 


"Denounce your father," said Vlad. "Perhaps your mother now as well, I'm sure you want nothing 
to do with her after this. Let me be your family instead. You know I'm the only one who could 
really understand you, how it feels to be like you." 


Danny shut his eyes tighter, his head shaking. 


"Join me," Vlad continued. "I'll look after you. I'll keep you safe. No one—human or ghost—will 
ever hurt you again, Daniel. I won't let them." 


He didn't want to hurt anymore. Such a comforting promise. 


"All I ask is that you give me your loyalty," said Vlad. "Do as I say. You can continue protecting 
the town and everyone you love. You'll have everything you need. I can train you, help you reach 
your full potential. Imagine what we could do together, Daniel." 


Vlad stroked the side of his head. 
"This can all go away. You just have to promise to obey me." 


Vlad's touch made him shudder and melt all at once. He wanted to bite it, lean into it, shove it 
away, cry against it. 


"So instead of being my mom's prisoner,” said Danny in a dark, thick tone, "you want me to be 
your prisoner." 


Vlad pulled his hand away. "You don't have to think of it that way. You would have a great deal of 
freedom as long as you don't defy me." 


"And what if I do defy you? What if I don't do as you say?" 
Vlad smiled but did not reply. 


"I know the sort of things you'd make me do," said Danny, his voice strengthening but still 
shaking. "I know what you'd try to turn me into." 


A liar. A thief. A murderer. A criminal. 

"But you wouldn't be a specimen," said Vlad. "You wouldn't be hurt." 
No, perhaps he wouldn't, but he knew Vlad would make him hurt others. 
Hurting others just so that he wouldn't be hurt anymore. 

A new existence of endless pain. 

"I can't," gasped Danny, fighting back tears. "And you know I can't." 


"But you could be great, Daniel." Vlad clutched the side of the table and leaned over Danny. "Your 
family and friends have been keeping you back. It's been killing me to watch you waste so much 
potential." 


"What you have in mind for me isn't what I'd call greatness, Vlad." 


Vlad lowered his eyes and did not speak for some time. Danny kept his gaze hard in an attempt to 
keep the tears from escaping. 


"I see," said Vlad. "I suppose I have no reason to stay any longer, then." 


Vlad picked up the chair he had been sitting in and moved it back across the lab. Danny watched 
him, his chest feeling stuck and frozen. 


This didn't feel real. Maybe it wasn't real. Maybe he was dreaming again. 


Vlad returned to Danny's side and rapped his knuckles on the table a couple times. "It was good 
seeing you, little badger. I do hope I'll get to see you again, but if not, then I suppose this is 
goodbye." 


He began to walk away. Panic bolted through Danny's nerves. His chance to escape was leaving, 
going— 


"So that's it, then?" asked Danny, his voice tense and high-pitched. 
Vlad looked at him again and waited. 


"You really won't help me?" Danny tried his best to sound strong. "You won't even tell my friends 
where I am unless I agree to join you? You're really just going to leave me here?" 


"It's not like I want to leave you here, Daniel." 
"Then why are you leaving me here?" 


Vlad's image blurred through his tears, even more so with his one nearly blinded eye. He blinked to 
force the tears to fall. 


"I can't just let you go with no strings attached," said Vlad. "You have ruined so much of what I 
have been working toward since the day we met." 


"But I would never do this to you," insisted Danny. "If I saw you like this, I wouldn't leave you. I 
would help you." 


"Oh, I know you would. Which is why you'd be a terrible businessman." 
Danny's neck and face flared up. Everything hurt, everything felt ready to burst. 


"This situation is a win-win for me," said Vlad. "Either you become mine and assist me with my 
plans, or you're no longer around to interfere with them." 


He was breaking, rupturing. 
An impossible choice. No matter what choice he made, he would lose and Vlad would win. 
But only one choice would allow him to live with himself. Even if that wouldn't be much longer. 


But he hated that Vlad was forcing him to make this choice, hated that Vlad was forcing him to 
actually choose to stay here and continue being tortured and experimented on until he was erased 
completely. 


He wished he didn't have to make this choice, wished that Vlad had just never come at all so he 
could be tortured without the pain of knowing he had a chance to make it all stop and had to give it 


up. 


The tears fell down his face in harsh streams, salting his lips and pouring past his jaw. Too much 
to stop, too much to keep back. 


He could leave. Right here, right now. 
But he had to stay. 


Vlad dragged his fingers along the table. "I won't be coming back, you know." He halted at the 
foot of the table and turned to face Danny fully. "This is your only chance. Are you sure this is 
what you want?" 


What a way to phrase it. Of course this wasn't what he wanted. 


This wasn't what he wanted at all. He wanted to be under his own ceiling in his own bed in his own 
room with his sister and dad and friends and his mother his real mother not this scientist who kept 
tearing him up and smiling the whole time. 


Not what he wanted not what he wanted not what he wanted— 


Danny shut his eyes, pushing the tears out faster. But he didn't nod because no this was not what he 
wanted but it was what he had to choose. 


Vlad sighed deeply, dramatically. "All right. Then I'm going." He walked a few steps away, then 
paused. "Oh, I almost forgot." 


Danny's chest fluttered with hope he couldn't control even though he knew it was stupidly useless 
when it came to Vlad, hope that returned to despair when he saw Vlad lift the headlock device 
from the floor. 


He was already struggling to breathe. 
"Vlad, no, wait—" Danny panted, shaking against his restraints. 


"I have to, little badger. This was how I found you. Don't you think your mother would be 
suspicious if she came back to find someone had removed it?" 


Vlad closed the box over his head, and Danny listened to the sound of the lock clicking in place. 
And then the lights switched off and the lab door closed. 

Danny stared up once again at the confines of the box surrounding him, suffocating him. 

He had chosen this. 

And it was too late to take it back. 

He shut his eyes and tried to steady his breathing. 


This was all right. This was okay. He didn't need Vlad's help. Clockwork said his friends would see 
him alive again. That meant he would find another way to get out of here. 


He just had to believe Vlad for once wasn't lying to him. 


I sleep so that I don't cry 


I sleep so that I don't cry. 


He wished sleep could be an escape but even his dreams were painful. 


When Maddie woke, she was surprised she didn't feel tired. She felt rested. Why? 


She rolled over in bed and looked at Jack, who was sleeping on his front with half of his face 
smashed into his pillow. 


Right. That was why. She didn't spend half her night with Phantom but instead spent all night in 
bed with her husband. 


She kissed Jack's temple. He did not stir. 


In the shower, she wondered how Phantom was doing. She knew daytime was Danny's time, not 
Phantom's, but she felt everything was off limits in the shower. No rules here. She could think 
about whatever she wanted. Whoever she wanted. 


Not that Phantom was actually a "who." 


She wondered how he would be after nearly forty-eight hours with his head locked up. She had 
seen him after nearly twenty-four hours with his head locked up, so this would be a new reaction to 
observe. 


She convinced herself that leaving him on his own for a whole night was just another experiment. 
Then she wouldn't have to feel like she missed out on a whole night of research. 


She turned the water to its highest setting and enjoyed the scalding heat for a few moments before 
switching it off and stepping out of the shower. 


Now it was officially time for Danny. No more Phantom until that night. 


Late that afternoon, Maddie sat with Jack in the kitchen, both of them eating lunch they had 
ordered from a fast food restaurant. Jack shoveled everything in his mouth. Maddie could only eat 
half of her meal before offering the rest to Jack. 


Maddie's phone rang. She checked the caller ID before setting it on speaker. "Hi, Detective 
Calhoun." 


"Hey, Maddie. Is this a good time to talk? Are you busy?" 

"If it's about Danny, I'm never too busy to talk about him," said Maddie. "Jack's here, too." 
"Heyo," said Jack. 

"Please tell me you have some good news for us," said Maddie. 

"It's a step in a new direction," said the detective. "I am hopeful it will give us more clues." 


"What is it?" 


"The Foleys have agreed to let me interview Tucker. So I'll be setting that up soon. They want to be 
present while I talk to him, but at least it's something." 


Maddie sighed. "Finally. I was beginning to think they'd never let us talk to him. And what about 
Sam? Will you be talking to her too?" 


"The Mansons still refuse to let us interview her. I'll keep trying, but Sam's mother just won't budge 
on the issue." 


"Can't you get a warrant or something?" asked Maddie. "We can't just not interview her. We need 
all the leads we can get." 


"Sam isn't a suspect in Danny's disappearance, and there's no evidence of foul play," said the 
detective. "I don't think a warrant would go through at this time." 


"Right." Maddie crossed her legs. "Because according to all of you, Danny just ran away and isn't 
worth your time or resources." 


"Mads," said Jack gently, stroking her back. Maddie shrugged him off. 


"I assure you that we are taking this very seriously," said the detective. "We are doing all we can to 
find him." 


Maddie shook her head. She could see Jack's uncertain expression out of the corner of her eye. 


"The other option would be to approach Sam when she's alone without her parents around. There's 
no law that says we can't do that. I have yet to see her alone anywhere, but if I ever do, I'll see if 
she'll be willing to talk to me. But until then, hopefully Tucker will be able to tell us about that 
calculator texting app on Danny's phone. Maybe we'll even get lucky and Tucker will be one of the 
people he's been texting with it." 


"Do you think he could've been texting anyone else with it?" asked Maddie. 


"I think Sam would be more likely since you say that she was giving him opioids. But he might've 
also been using the app to secure drugs from other people." 


Maddie gaped. "No, okay, I know my son had—has—a problem with painkillers, but that doesn't 
mean he's contacting drug dealers." 


"Perhaps not. But if I were to seek a warrant to interview Sam, that's the angle I would use, that she 
may know other people he's been getting drugs from, people that he may have gone to see when he 
ran away, people he may be with now." 


"No, don't—" Maddie huffed. "Don't depict him that way, please. That's really not how I want 
anyone to see him." 


"I understand. We can talk about it more later if Sam's parents continue refusing to let me talk to 
her." 


Maddie grumbled reluctant agreement. 


"We still haven't found anything of interest in Danny's computer, but we'll let you know if we do 
find anything," said the detective. "We are also working on contacting the creators of that 
calculator texting app to see if we can get transcripts of Danny's conversations." 


"Okay. That sounds like a good plan." 


"I will also be speaking to the therapist you had Danny see. Brandan Cross. He may have some 
valuable insight about where Danny might've gone." 


Maddie's heart skipped. "Oh? When will you be talking to him?" 
"We haven't set a date yet, but soon. We've only spoken over the phone." 


Maddie kept her breathing even despite her shaky heart. Brandan had already made the implication 
that he felt she was too engrossed with her ghost research, that she wasn't the attentive mother she 
should be to Danny. And worse, that she was forcing Danny into submission using scare tactics, 
making him feel like he had no other choice. 


She could only hope that maybe she had somehow misread Brandan's words that day and that he 
wouldn't say anything incriminating to the detective. 


"Thank you, detective," said Maddie. "Is there anything else?" 

"That's all that's going on for now. Just wanted to give you an update." 
"Thank you so much." 

"You're welcome." 


Maddie ended the call and rubbed her arms, suddenly feeling cold. Jack moved his chair closer to 
hers and began massaging her shoulders, his thumbs working into her neck and upper back 
muscles. 


It felt so good. 

But it wasn't enough to ease her mind, relax her body. 

She needed an escape from all this. She needed Phantom. 

As long as Phantom was in more pain than she was, she could get through this. 


Late that night, she broke away. She broke away from Jazz, who was once again speaking over the 
phone in her room in hushed tones. She broke away from Jack, who hinted that he wanted her to 
stay with him again but was sound asleep by the time Maddie crept out of the room and the house 
after one in the morning. 


More importantly, she broke away from Danny. Just for now, she didn't have to think about him. 


The drive out of Amity Park was always so calming. Nothing but the dark sky above and a stretch 
of asphalt ahead reflecting the light from her car. Asphalt turned to dirt once she neared Vlad's 
private lab. She parked near the entrance and admired the way the trees rustled in the breezy night 
air before keying in the combination for the lab and entering its sterile environment. 


She switched on the light and entered the main area of the lab. She sighed in relief at the sight of 
Phantom still fastened to the table with his head locked up. She moved closer to make sure he was 
still alive, watched his chest rise and fall a couple times. Except for a twitch in his right arm, he 
was not moving at all. 


Maddie moved to the back counters to set her keys down, organize her notes, and make a plan for 
the day. Phantom had already been confined like this for nearly forty-eight hours; he could wait 


another few minutes before she released him. 


She put together an IV drip and dragged it to the examination table. She held the IV pole as she 
watched Phantom's chest shudder with sporadic breaths. Was he wondering why she was taking so 
long to uncover his head? 


She was just a scientist who simply had to admire her specimen every now and then. 


She unlocked the box and opened it, lifting his head out of it. Phantom gasped loudly and squinted, 
turning away from the ceiling lights. Dried tears crusted in trails on his face and neck. 


"Sorry I wasn't able to come and see you last night." Maddie put the lock box away. "Something 
came up and I had to stay home. But I'll try not to let that happen again." 


She cut off the right sleeve of Phantom's suit and applied a tourniquet to his upper arm so she could 
start an IV line to rehydrate him. Phantom turned his head side to side a couple times before 
blearily blinking his eyes open. 


"You didn't come last night?" he asked, his voice sounding hoarser than usual. 
"Nope. " 


Maddie pricked his vein. Phantom flinched but otherwise stayed still. His eyebrows pinched 
together over his tired eyes rimmed with a dark green color. 


"You look confused," said Maddie, amused. 


"No, I just..." Phantom cleared his throat. His voice sounded clearer when he spoke again. "I 
thought that you seemed gone longer than usual, but I thought I had to be imagining it." 


"Nope. You didn't imagine it." Maddie checked that the IV was flowing properly. "But it's 
interesting to me that you have such a good perception of time. Many ghosts don't. Not that it's a 
rare quality I see in ghosts, but it just means you're one of the more intelligent ones." 


"Intelligent. Right," Phantom muttered. "That's how I ended up here." 
Maddie patted his shoulder. "Well, you're obviously not more intelligent than me." 
Phantom's gaze hardened. 


"Come on, Phantom." Maddie leaned against the table. "Surely you knew I'd eventually capture 
you, right? None of this is a surprise to you, is it?" 


Phantom did not reply, but his eyes saddened. A sadness that looked so remarkably real. 
But no, it wasn't real and all his plays on her emotions would always be wasted efforts. 


Maddie decided to start with Phantom's previously broken right leg. She cut the boot away from 
the rest of his suit and inspected the closed incision site from when she surgically reset the bones in 
his shin. She could barely make it out now, just a faint shimmery scar running between glowing 
white leg hairs. All of the bruising from before was completely gone. 


Maddie prodded at his leg. "How is your leg feeling, Phantom? Does this hurt at all?" 


Phantom did not answer. His glistening gaze was once again hard as he stared at the ceiling. 


"Phantom?" Maddie shook his leg. "Does this hurt?" 
Phantom continued his silence. 


Maddie rolled her eyes and set up one of the overhead X-ray machines. As she put on a lead apron, 
she considered covering Phantom as well. But then again, what would she be protecting him from? 
He wouldn't be here for long anyway, not before she killed him. 


But she would certainly try to keep him as long as she could. 


The X-ray images looked good. Fantastic, even. The break healed so magnificently, she had to look 
closely to see evidence that the break had ever occurred at all. Phantom possessed many 
similarities to humans, but he certainly had the healing abilities of a ghost. 


"Your leg looks like it's completely healed." Maddie lifted Phantom's ankle and moved his leg side 
to side, bent it at the knee. There was no resistance. "Does this hurt at all? Does your leg feel 
normal now?" 


Phantom's head tilted to the side. 
"Phantom, answer me," said Maddie. 
No response. 


"Really? You're just gonna be sulky and not answer me?" Maddie shook her head and set his leg 
back on the table. "You really never learn anything, do you? Do I have to make you talk to me?" 


Phantom's head turned to center and lifted slightly. "You left me alone for two days. Two entire 
days locked up in that thing." Phantom set his head back down. His raspy voice wavered when he 
spoke again. "Seems to me you don't want to hear from me at all." 


Maddie smiled. "You're mad at me about that, huh?" 


Phantom's eyes slitted as he glared at her, the left eye emitting noticeably less light than the other. 
His cheeks and nose tinged green. 


Maddie propped her elbow near Phantom's ankle, holding her chin in her hand. "I like how you 
blush green. I mean, all ghosts blush green, of course—ectoplasm—but you're the only ghost I've 
seen with a human skin tone, so it just looks kind of cute." 


Phantom groaned and shut his eyes, muttering something under his breath Maddie couldn't catch. 


"Anyway." Maddie rebelted Phantom's leg to the table. "I would've thought you'd be happy to not 
see me for two whole days. Did you really miss me that much?" 


Phantom kept his eyes closed and shook his head. "Don't. Please don't. Don't do this to me. Don't 
talk to me, please. Just do what you came to do and leave again." 


"Now, now, Phantom." Maddie moved to the head of the table. "This is the attitude that got you in 
trouble last time, remember?" 


Phantom did not reply. 
"You don't need to be taught another lesson in respect, do you?" asked Maddie. 


A deep sigh escaped Phantom, and a small glint of tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. 


She had the strangest motherly instinct to wipe the tears away, tears that followed the same dried 
paths from tears he must have cried earlier while she was gone. 


She tenderly pressed her fingers to the side of his face and tilted his head so she could inspect the 
bruising along his jawline from the tooth extraction. She only wished she could have seen it the 
day before when it was probably at its darkest. She poked at the discolored spots. Phantom winced 
but did not make any noise. 


She prodded at the skin around his left eye and forced it open. A thin line ran straight through his 
pupil, noticeably darkening its glow in comparison to the right eye. Maddie scrunched her mouth at 
the sight. This really was probably the best it was going to get, and she'd just have to make do with 
it when she tested his eyesight. 


Phantom blinked, almost violently, breaking her hold. His eyes brimmed with moisture, again 
prompting that same desire to wipe it away. 


She walked to the counters and grabbed a small towel, running it under the sink and then wringing 
it out. She returned to his side and began dabbing and rubbing his cheeks and jaw and neck, erasing 
the dried tears, dried tears that meant he had been crying during the two days she was gone. And 
by the looks of it, a lot of crying, even without her around to see it. 


But why would he cry when she wasn't around? Why would he care to fake such emotion with her 
gone? Just so she could see the tears caked on his face later? Was he really this committed to 
tricking her? 


He certainly was a clever ghost. 


She finished cleaning the near side of his face and moved to the far side, rubbing hard the delicate 
skin beneath his damaged left eye. Phantom snarled and jerked his head away. 


"Would you stop that already?" he yelled. 


"No, Phantom, I'm not going to stop anything." Maddie gripped his chin and jaw. "I'm going to do 
whatever I want." 


Phantom twisted and craned his neck but Maddie only strengthened her hold, pressing her fingers 
into his lower face. 


"I wouldn't even have to do this if you didn't fake so much crying," said Maddie, blotting at the 
remaining dried tears on his face. 


Maddie could feel Phantom's jaw loosen as his eyes widened. 


"Not sure why you keep trying this tactic," continued Maddie. "Faking human emotion and 
despair. Maybe you're just hoping it will finally work." 


The muscles in Phantom's face retightened as Maddie finished rubbing away the dried tears. 


"But if you really don't want me cleaning your face like this..." Maddie gripped his chin and 
forced him to look at her. "Then stop pretending fo cry." 


She let go of his face. Phantom immediately turned his head away from her. Probably sulking 
because he just couldn't fool her no matter how hard he tried. Maddie rolled her eyes but had to 
admire just how well he nailed the moody teenager stereotype. 


She started walking back to the counters to discard the wet towel. 
"Do you really think I'm just faking everything here?" 
Maddie stopped and turned back to him. 


"My screaming. My cries of pain." Phantom stared at the ceiling. "Is that really all just fake to you? 
You really think I'm just not feeling anything and pretending that it hurts?" 


Maddie sighed. "No, Phantom. As I said before, your physical responses are real. Your pain is real. 
But this." Maddie gestured to his face. "This, all this emotion, this display of anguish, it's all a 
show." She looked down at him and quirked a brow. "And you know it is, too. You know exactly 
what you're trying to do here, and you're probably getting really frustrated that I'm not buying it." 


Phantom's face became very green as his eyes glowed brighter and the veins in his temples and 
neck rippled. He opened his mouth looking ready to yell, but Maddie cut him off. 


"Yes, yes, you're so very good at imitating anger, too," said Maddie. "But you're not going to win 
here. You're not going to convince me that anything you're expressing is real or human. You might 
as well stop trying and give up." 


Maddie removed the IV line from Phantom's arm. Judging by the color in his face, he appeared to 
be hydrated enough. 


"You're the specimen here, Phantom." Maddie restrained his arm above his head and pulled the 
belt tighter than usual. "You have no control." 


Maddie again picked up the towel to discard it. She started walking away. 
"Only because you're a coward," said Phantom in a low, raspy voice. 
Maddie stopped. 


"You only have control here because you disabled my powers," said Phantom. "Because you keep 
me strapped to this table at all times." 


Maddie scoffed through a smirk. "What, you think I should free you to prove I'm not a coward? Is 
that your latest trick?" 


"No, of course you can't free me," said Phantom with a bite. "Because you wouldn't stand a chance 
against me if you did." 


"Phantom, what are you trying to—" 


"It's why you have to keep me shackled like this. It's why you have to drug me if you want to move 
me around. You're weaker than me." 


Maddie pressed her lips and breathed out her nose hard. 


"You only have control here because you have to invent ways to keep me powerless, to keep me 
from fighting you. Because you're afraid of what I could do to you." 


"What you could do to me, huh?" Maddie leaned over the table and stared him down through her 
goggles, daring him to say more. 


"Sure," said Phantom, a strange smile stretching his lips. "We've seen what you can do to me, but it 


could never compare to what I could do. I only can't because, well—" Phantom's wrists pulled 
against his restraints. 


"You really think you could do anything to me?" asked Maddie, her amusement waning. 
"Uh, yeah," said Phantom. "I could kill you with one wail." 
Maddie tapped the device attached to his neck. "You wish." 


"Yeah, that's what I've been saying," said Phantom, his smile getting cheekier. "You paralyzed my 
vocal cords because you're afraid of me." 


"T've never been afraid of you, Phantom." 
"Then why—" 
"Because I have work to do here and I don't want to waste time fighting you," snapped Maddie. 


"Fighting me." Phantom laughed. "It wouldn't be much of a fight, you know. You and me. I 
wouldn't even need my powers to take back control here." 


"You really think that, don't you?" asked Maddie. "You really think you could beat me that 
easily?" 


"I know I could," said Phantom. "You said yourself that I'm bigger and stronger than you." 


"And you think that's all it takes?" Maddie crossed her arms. "I'm well trained in martial arts. I've 
beaten men twice my size dozens of times. You would be easy." Maddie paused. "But I need to 
keep you in good condition for my research. Can't have you sustaining injuries that might interfere 
with my work." 


"Nice excuse. Easy way to justify being a coward, blaming it on your research." 
"This isn't going to work, Phantom. Knock it off." 


"You have to use weapons to take me down, inventions and devices to keep me powerless. You 
have to cheat to keep me here like this. Because you're weaker and afraid of me." 


Maddie's muscles tensed, her limbs shook. "I didn't cheat. I captured you fair and square. I won 
you." 


"You took away all of my powers and then cornered me while holding a gun to my head." Phantom 
chortled. "Not exactly what I'd call fair. You didn't give me any chance to defend myself." 


"I gave you a head start." 
"Oh, how kind of you." 
Maddie crinkled her nose. 


"In a truly fair fight, you wouldn't stand a chance against me." Phantom smiled with a mock 
playfulness. "Me without my powers, you without your weapons, it would be over quick." 


Maddie's head and neck felt hot under her hood. 


"You didn't win me,” said Phantom. "You had to cheat to capture me. Because you could never 


beat me by playing fair." 


Maddie's knuckles cracked as her hands tightened into fists. "You think I didn't earn this? You 
think I didn't work my ass off to get you here? You think I—God damn you—" 


"God already did just that," muttered Phantom. 


Maddie stomped off to one of the counters and grabbed her Thermos. She was going to prove to 
him that she deserved to have him here and he deserved to be here and if he wanted to lose to 

her again then FINE at least this time it would be completely fair and he could never say she didn't 
earn this ever again. 


She walked back to the table and aimed the Thermos right at Phantom. His face drained and his 
eyes widened but he was gone before he could protest. Maddie capped the Thermos and held it to 
her quivering chest. 


She didn't have to do this. She owed nothing to this ghost. 


But she had to make him finally accept his fate once and for all. He wanted a fair fight? She could 
give him that. 


Because she definitely wasn't afraid of him. And now he would see that. 


I used to sing you lullabies 


T used to sing you lullabies. 


She would hold him in her arms, rock him gently, check that he was breathing to know he was still 
alive. If only she could check to see if he was breathing now. 


Something was humming. It sounded familiar. 


Danny's head pulsed with a throbbing ache that could only mean the scientist had once again 
sucked him into a Fenton Thermos but had now so graciously released him. So kind of her. 


Danny massaged his scalp with one hand and used the other to rub the grogginess out of his eyes. 
He froze. 
Why were his hands free? 


He sat up, realizing he could. He ran his hands all over his body. No shackles, no belts, no 
restraints. Even his suit had completely reformed and was covering him again. 


He wasn't on a table, he was outside on dirt— 
And the air, no longer stale and sterile but fresh— 


He blinked up and around at the green ghost shield that surrounded him, the source of the 
humming. He gazed at the darkness of the sky just beyond it, at the few trees that were also 
trapped inside the shield with him. 


Trapped with him and— 
Her— 


He wasn't alone in here. The scientist stood at the other end of the area blocked off by the ghost 
shield, her hood drawn tight over her head and her goggles reflecting the light of the shield, huge 
glowing orbs that glared at him. 


He stayed still, remained in a sitting position on the ground, afraid that if he moved, she would 
notice he wasn't tied down and shackle him again. 


"Take your time, Phantom." Maddie crossed her arms. "I won't rush you." 

Danny furrowed his brow. "Won't rush me to what?" 

"To get ready." 

"Get ready for what?" 

Maddie huffed. "You think I cheated to capture you, so fine, we're gonna do this fair." 
"What—I don't—" 


"You. Me. A fair fight right here, right now. You without your powers, me without my weapons. 


Just hand-to-hand combat, natural strength and skills, nothing more." 
Danny's jaw slacked. "What? Are you serious?" 
"I'm serious." 


Danny turned over onto his knees and lifted himself off the ground one leg at a time, groaning as 
his knees remembered how to support his weight. "You want to fight me? You want me to fight 
you?" 


"Yes. I can't make it any clearer than that." 

"But why? What for? I mean, what happens after?" 

"If you win, I'll let you go." 

Danny stared at her. 

"No more lab, no more experiments,” said Maddie. "You'll be free." 

No more— 

Free— 

No more fractures, no more incisions, no more extractions, no more [Vs— 
No more sore throats, no more chains, no more belts— 


No more probing gaze roaming over his body, no more unwanted touching— 


No more no more no more no more— 


"If I win," said Danny. "If I beat you in a fight. You'll let me go? That's it? You'll let me have my 
powers back and everything?" 


"Yes. I'll turn off the ghost shield, take off that ankle weight so you can fly again, give you back 
your ghostly wail, give you the cancelling agent for the Fenton Solidifier." Maddie's goggles 
aimed right at him. "Jf you win." 


Danny swallowed, a lump bumping against the paralyzing device still clamped to his neck. "And if 
you win?" 


"I take you back to the lab and finish what I started with you. And you'll just have to accept that 
you belong to me. And you'll stay mine until I kill you." 


Danny's chest twinged with a chill. 


"Which, if you behave..." Maddie raised her palms with a shrug. "Won't be that far off. I can finish 
with you more quickly if you just give in and obey me. Or you can continue prolonging your 
suffering by being a snotty little brat, I honestly don't care. How you choose to behave is all part of 
my research anyway. But at least you can't say I didn't earn you." 


Danny glared at her. "That's only if you win." 


"Yes." Maddie adjusted her goggles. "So let me know when you're ready. I know you probably 
need to do some stretching first. I don't want you complaining later when you're back in the lab that 


I didn't give you enough time to loosen up and get used to having control over your body again." 
When he was back in the lab— 

He couldn't go back— 

He had to win. 


"T'll wait over here. I won't bother you," said Maddie. "Just let me know when you're feeling good 
enough to start." 


"You know, you did break my leg not that long ago," said Danny, looking down and noting the 
weight around his left ankle. 


"Your leg is fine," said Maddie dully. "Don't try to use that as an excuse. It looked completely 
healed in the X-rays, and the skin has closed up." 


"Well, you half blinded me, too." Danny shut one eye, then the other. The vision in his left eye was 
nothing but a blur of dark colors. 


"What are you trying to say, Phantom?" asked Maddie. "Do you not want to do this? Because I can 
just take you back to the lab now if you think you can't beat me." 


"I'm just saying that I'm not exactly in top condition right now." 
"You were in top condition when I first caught you. That didn't seem to help you then." 
"I told you: You cheated. It's not really winning when you're the only one with a gun." 


"I'm only giving you this one chance, Phantom," spat Maddie. "So either stop complaining and 
fight me now, or I can just take you back to the lab and get some work done." 


He glared at her for another moment, his fists lightly clenched. She did not move at all. He couldn't 
even tell if she was glaring back from behind those orange goggles. 


He turned away and looked out at the scenery past the ghost shield, wishing he could see its true 
colors without the green tint of the shield, wishing he could see the stars past the murky energy 
pane. 


Maybe he would soon. If he could win. 


He stretched out his back and groaned. God, it felt so damn good to stretch again, to arch his back 
in pleasure instead of pain. 


He popped and cracked and rotated his joints and knuckles. He could reach every part of his body 
again, could scratch all the itches, rub all the sore spots, bend and flex and extend. 


And breathe real air again, he hadn't even realized how much he had missed that. But it felt so 
refreshing in his lungs, so cool against his throat that still ached from the paralyzing device 
attached to his neck. 


He placed a hand on the device and pulled at it. 


"Don't even try," said Maddie. "It's stuck on there tight, and if I get even the sense that you're 
trying to cheat with your ghostly wail, I will suck you back in the Thermos immediately." 


Danny looked at her but said nothing. He imagined screaming at her, sending an undulating shock 
of lethal energy in her direction, knocking her against the ghost shield, possibly breaking her neck 
in the process if he got the angle right. 


He shook his head. He couldn't do that to her. Even if he had access to that power... 
He didn't want to imagine he could kill her. 

But she could kill him. So gladly, too. 

And she actually planned on killing him eventually. 


He panted slightly as he looked at her again. Her goggles obscured half her face, her hood covered 
her head. 


He wouldn't be killing his mother. Just the scientist who had been torturing him for a week. 


He sharply gasped and turned away. No, no, no, he couldn't be thinking of killing he was 
still Phantom still a hero still a good person— 


He had given up freedom just hours before to prove to Vlad and himself he was good. 
He had to be good. 
But he could be good and still win this fight. 


He tested out every part of his body, reminding himself how to use them. His elbows could 

bend and extend, he had nearly forgotten. He could round his back, such a pleasant feeling 
traveling up his spine. His ankles could rotate, even the one with a weight surrounding it to prevent 
him from flying and engaging his anti-gravity core. 


He could do this. His body still obeyed him and he could do this. 
He could win. He could be free. All without Vlad's help. 
He dropped to the ground to test his strength. One push-up, two push-ups, three, four— 


"I did say you could take your time," said Maddie. "But delaying the inevitable isn't going to help 
you." 


Danny hopped back on his feet with a spring. Being free just felt so good! "You didn't think I'd 
have all my strength after everything you put me through, did you?" 


"No, I knew you'd have your natural strength," said Maddie. "You have good healing abilities. Plus 
I've been taking pretty good care of you." 


Danny pursed his lips. Taking good care of him? That was what she called slashing his eye and 
breaking his leg and then surgically resetting it without anesthetic? 


"I'm really not scared of you, Phantom. I'm not afraid to fight you." Maddie shrugged. "But with 
how long you're taking to get ready, I'm starting to think you might be afraid to fight me." 


"Well, forgive me for taking some time to get ready after being strapped to a table for a week," 
Danny spat. 


Maddie cocked her head. "You know it's been a week?" 


Danny kept a straight face, but his skin was prickling. Shit. What explanation could he give? He 
couldn't tell her Vlad had told him. That would lead to more questions, questions he couldn't 
answer without revealing and shattering everything. 


Maddie shrugged. "I guess you have a better perception of time than I thought. Maybe that's 
something I can test once I have you back in the lab." 


Danny released his breath, not realizing he had been holding it. 
"So how much longer are you going to stall, Phantom?" 

He stared at her. Stall? Stall what? 

"Are you ready yet, Phantom?" 

Ready...? 


His body filled with cold. All his confidence and euphoria from being able to move again 
dissipated as he understood all at once how real this was. 


Are you ready? 


If he closed his eyes, he could pretend for a moment this wasn't happening. That he was free. No 
restraints holding him prisoner. Outside. The incessant buzzing was just the ghost shield 
surrounding his house because that was where he was right now, safe at home. 


If he closed his eyes, his vision wouldn't be half blurred. He could pretend she hadn't nearly 
blinded him. 


If he closed his eyes, he could pretend she wasn't here at all. 
"Phantom." 

But he could never block out her voice. 

And he could never erase who she really was. 

"Are you ready?" 


Danny curled his hands into fists and widened his stance as he faced her. Maddie's red lips smirked 
beneath her goggles as she also readied her position. 


She was right. He had been stalling and he was not ready. 
He never would be. 


Maddie came at him quickly with a punch followed by a kick. Danny hopped back and blocked her 
blows. She threw more at him from below, above, the side. Danny continued stepping back, either 
evading or stopping her hits with his arms. 


"Is this how you think you're going to win your freedom, Phantom?" Maddie didn't let up on her 
punches. "Just cowering like this? Backing up and blocking me? Is this your plan for the whole 
fight?" 


Danny flinched as one of her fists connected with his wrist. 


"Can you really just not fight without your powers?" Maddie barked out a laugh. "I knew you were 
all talk back in the lab." 


Her hits kept coming, never slowing. Danny saw openings, so many of them, so many chances to 
move in with a jab or uppercut, so many times to lay a knee into her. 


Next time, he kept saying to himself. /'ll get in next time. 

Her knuckles sailed toward his chin. Danny turned his head and dipped below it. 
Her face was right there. Open. Orange lenses staring at him. 

Next time. 

Her other fist came for the side of his head. Danny parried it with his forearm. 
Her torso was open. 

Next time. 


Her knee bent then straightened as her boot moved to collide with his upper leg. Danny countered 
it with a cross of his arms. 


Her head, all of her hair locked under that hood. Open. 
Next time. 

Next time. 

Next— 


Her leg came in a fast swing toward his middle. Danny caught her shin in his hands, the force 
creating a small sting in his palms. Now what? He had her now, could take her completely off 
balance and knock her to the floor, maybe even pin her— 


Maybe he didn't have to hit her to beat her. Maybe he could just tire her out. 
Not next time, this time— 


Maddie leaned back against the ground with one arm and kicked her free leg up toward his face, 
slamming right into his chin and nose with the heel of her boot. Danny's head snapped back, his 
body flying and hurtling into the ground. He skidded a short distance before coming to a stop on 
his back, a cloud of dirt kicking up around him and coating his airway. He coughed and sputtered, 
his chin throbbing as a sticky wet glob of ectoplasm trickled from his nose into his mouth. 


Danny wiped his nose with the back of his arm and studied the glowing green ooze smeared across 
it. Maddie stood at a distance from him and placed her hands on her hips, smirking beneath round 
orange lenses. 


He had no idea who this woman was. Just the same scientist who had been keeping him prisoner 
and torturing him for a week. 


And she had no problem with hurting him even more now. 


Why was he holding back for this complete stranger? This cruel, heartless, sadistic woman? 


No reason to hold back. 
Every reason to beat her and regain his freedom. 


He groaned and pushed himself off the ground and onto his feet. He staggered to the side before 
centering his balance and wiping more drizzling ectoplasm from his nose. 


Maddie shot forward with her fist curled. Danny blocked the blow with his arms. She came at him 
with her fists again, again, again. 


He came at her just as fast. She punched, he blocked, he punched, she blocked. So many blows, no 
landings. Too much adrenaline to even notice just how much his arms were bruising from her 
punches. 


"All right, this is better," said Maddie, not even panting as she continued with her punches. "Who 
taught you how to fight, Phantom?" 


"My mother," Phantom spat under his breath. But if she heard him, he had no idea. She swung 
again, her arm extending, her fist moving past his shoulder as he dodged. 


He saw an opening. 
Next time? 

No. 

This time. 


He clenched a fist and socked it to her lower face near her chin. He could feel his knuckles 
cracking against her jaw, bone to bone. Maddie made a strange sound, one he had never heard from 
her before, a crying shriek, a shocking gasp. 


A sound of weakness. 

Pain. 

She cradled her jaw against her palm for only a short second. But it was all Danny needed to see. 
He hurt her. He actually hurt her. 
That meant he could beat her. 

He could leave this place. Tonight. 
He would leave this place. 

He was going to. He just had to— 
Maddie sprang forward. 

—hurt her again— 

Danny leapt to meet her. 

—and again and again and again— 


Their limbs clashed and tangled. 


—over and over and over until she was through— 
She pushed him back a few steps, her hits coming in a flurry. 
—until she was gone— 


He dug his heel into the ground and grabbed her incoming fist, twisting it until her joint audibly 
popped. Maddie cried out. 


—until she was in as much pain as he was— 


He curled his free hand and jabbed it hard toward her face. Maddie ducked her head to the side. His 
fist connected with the cheekbone just in front of her ear. A line of blood fell and dripped off her 
jaw. 


—until she was as broken as he was— 


She screamed and dropped to the ground. Still holding her fist, Danny was forcibly lowered with 
her. She swiped a leg at his feet, felling him. Danny released his hold on her to catch himself as his 
mouth met the ground. 


—because he didn't even know who she was— 


He spat out dirt and a couple blades of grass. Maddie raised her boot high above him. Danny rolled 
away just as she brought it down, her heel striking the ground and kicking up a cloud of dirt. 


—only a complete stranger, an enemy, would try to hurt him, would want to hurt him— 


He jumped to his feet and held up his arms to block her blows as she ran at him. His skin was 
breaking and chafing under his suit. 


—no one who loved him would hurt him like this— 


He grabbed hold of her fist again. He aimed his own fist for the center of her face and did not let 
her dodge this time. 


He was hurting no one important. 


His knuckles smashed into her goggles. The lenses cracked, spidery lines spreading out through 
both of them. 


No one important to him. 
Maddie staggered backward and held her face with her fingers hooked over her goggle frames. 


No one. She was no one. She was— 


Maddie moved her cracked goggles up and off her face, threw them off to the side past the ghost 
shield. She slipped her hood off her head and shook out her hair. Strands of her matted bangs stuck 
to her forehead over her eyes— 


No one, she was no one— 
Eyes he could see, eyes he knew— 


No but she was no one he knew— 


She advanced on him. Danny stepped back. No, why was he stepping back? He held still and 
raised his fist, waiting for her to come to him. 


He didn't know her— 


She threw harder punches at him, faster, more adept. Danny held up his hands to block but he 
couldn't hit back. Why couldn't he hit back? His body wasn't obeying him. 


She stepped forward, he stepped back. One step, two steps, another. She was backing him into the 
ghost shield, backing him into a corner. He screamed at his legs to move ahead. His fists wouldn't 
ball, his arms wouldn't shoot toward her. 


He didn't know her, it was okay to hit her, he didn't know her! 


He had to win, the only way to win was to hit her back, to bruise and break her body more than his, 
it was the only solution, the only cure to his pain, he had to— 


The glow from the ghost shield lit up the silhouette of her hair. He knew that silhouette, that 
hairstyle. She had kept that style for so many years now, he couldn't even remember if she ever 
wore it differently. She liked it short so it would stay under her hood, short so she didn't have to 
spend much time styling it. All for work, all for her research, didn't matter what she looked like as 
long as she could work. 


Her fist connected with his shoulder near his collarbone. The pain thudded beneath his skin in a 
coiling knot. But he could hit harder, he knew he could, there was an opening, he just had to— 


Her expression twisted, her lips snarled. But he recognized that shade of lipstick because she 
always wore it, that deep red color that was often left behind on the rims of drink glasses he would 
load into the dishwasher. 


His arms were shaking, pumping with something that prevented control. He couldn't move them, 
couldn't get them to obey, couldn't force them to hit her and beat her so he could win and leave. 


Because that face, those eyes— 
His mother. 


Her elbow slammed into his face. Her boot rammed into his abdomen. Danny's back hit the ghost 
shield, shocking fire through all of his nerve endings. He crumpled to the ground on his knees and 
leaned over the dirt dry heaving, all the nausea curling in his stomach threatening to spill out. 


Not the first time she had brought him to his knees. 


She towered over him, her breathing heavy. Danny didn't dare look up at her, didn't want to see her 
face again. 


He had tried to convince himself that she was just a scientist he didn't know but the truth was that 
his mother wanted to kill him. 


The heel of her boot swung into his head, smashing it into the ground. She continued kicking and 
stamping at him, taunting him, ordering him to get up. Danny crossed his arms over his chest and 
brought in his knees because it was all he could do. He couldn't get up, he couldn't fight back, he 
could only let his mother hurt him and mangle him and cut him open until he was nothing more 
than bits of skin trapped under her nails and splashes of ectoplasm staining her hands. 


Why did he think he could win? Of course he couldn't win. She was his mother and she had to win 
and he was her child and he had to lose. She always knew what was best for him, she was always in 
charge. 


And right now, she wanted to hurt him. She wanted him to lose. 
He had to obey. 


The tears came hard and he couldn't stop them. Too much pressure, too much weight drilling his 
eyes. Another blow from her boot stomped his head and suddenly he was sobbing. Misery and 
agony and frustration and confusion and submission and defeat gushed down his cheeks in harsh 
streams. He pressed his gloved hands to his face, abrading and rubbing the skin around his eyes, 
pushing and crushing the pain but it wouldn't leave, it wouldn't go, it just kept coming and coming. 


He struggled for breath while wishing he could just stop breathing altogether. Let her finish with 
his body however she wanted while he no longer had to feel any of it. 


The onslaught of kicks stopped. His mother now stood motionless above him. 
He didn't stop bawling. He couldn't. There was just too much of it to keep in. 
His mother continued to stare down at him. 


He didn't stop crying when she shut off the ghost shield. He didn't stop crying when she forced 
him off the ground and dragged him back to the lab. He didn't try to fight her, didn't resist. 


He obeyed his mother. 


Against the same wall she had chained him to when she first brought him here, she locked his 
wrists into the restraints and left him without speaking a word. The lab lights shut off and the door 
closed. 


He was down on his knees once again because that was apparently the only way his mother wanted 
him to be. 


And he just couldn't stop crying. 


sing again and maybe I'll remember 


Sing again and maybe I'll remember. 


He knew he used to feel safe with her, but now he couldn't recall what that was like. 


After all these hours, Maddie's face and head still pulsated with pain. She hadn't expected Phantom 
to punch her that hard. 


She sat up in bed, the blanket falling off her shoulders. Next to her, Jack was still deep in sleep, 
softly snoring. 


She inspected the bruises decorating her arms. They would be easy to hide under her jumpsuit. 
She entered the bathroom and closed the door. She leaned over the sink and stared into the mirror. 
The bruising on her face would not be so easy to hide. 


She ran her fingers along her split upper lip, the purpling drizzled along her chin and jaw and 
cheekbone, the red and blue swelling around her eyebrow and the bridge of her nose. 


How could she possibly explain this to Jack? To Jazz? To anyone? 
She couldn't. 


She locked the bathroom door before turning on the shower, not wanting to risk Jack trying to 
come in and join her. She scrubbed at any dried blood on her skin she had missed before. She tilted 
her face up and closed her eyes, feeling the water running through her hair as it clung to the back of 
her neck, wishing it could somehow wash away the incriminating discoloration. 


No one could ever know. She had to hide every trace of Phantom. Phantom had to be kept locked 
away in her head and beneath her jumpsuit and under pounds of makeup. 


After caking foundation onto her face and neck, Maddie exited the bathroom, keeping her face 
turned away from the bed as she moved to the closet. Jack was still lying in bed but awake. 


"Mads, wanna come back to bed for a little while?" asked Jack through a yawn as he stretched his 
arms above his head. 


"I just showered," said Maddie, picking out a clean jumpsuit. 
"You can always shower again!" 


Maddie continued to keep her back to Jack as she slipped on her suit. "I need to make breakfast for 
Jazz before she leaves for school." 


"Jazz is eighteen now. She can make her own breakfast and get herself to school. We can trust her 
to get to school on her own." 


Maddie zipped up her suit and pulled her hood over her head. "We need to look for Danny." 


She placed her goggles over her eyes and checked her reflection in the mirror nearby. All injuries 


were covered. She turned around to face Jack, who looked confused. 
"Why are you wearing your hood and goggles so early?" he asked. 


"To help me focus," said Maddie, the unpracticed excuse spilling out with surprising ease. "I 
concentrate better when I'm wearing my full gear. It puts me in the zone." 


Jack cocked his head and frowned. "I...guess that makes sense." 

Maddie held up a clenched fist. "We need to work harder to find Danny today." 

"Right. Of course, yes, we do—" 

"I'm going downstairs to make breakfast now. You can come down whenever you're ready." 
"Ah, okay. Wait, Maddie—" 


Maddie ignored him and left the bedroom. As she headed for the stairs, she could hear Jazz 
brushing her teeth behind the closed hallway bathroom door. 


"Any special requests for breakfast, Jazz honey?" asked Maddie, rapping a couple times on the 
door. 


Jazz hummed and spat before speaking. "You don't need to make anything. I can just pour myself 
some cereal." 


"We all need our energy today. I'll make pancakes. How does that sound?" Maddie nodded to 
herself. "Yes, that's what I'll make. Good way to start the day." 


Maddie made her way down the stairs toward the kitchen but noticed her hands were shaking. 
Why? 


She couldn't worry about that now. She needed to be a good mother and wife right now. And then 
she had to look for her son—no, better, she had to find him, no more just looking, he was out there, 
somewhere, she just wasn't looking hard enough no one was looking hard enough for him not the 
police not anyone not— 


Maddie paused outside of the kitchen and caught her breath. She stared down at her hands and tried 
to will them to stop shaking. 


This was okay. She was going to be okay. Her injuries were covered. Jack seemed to buy her 
excuse. 


No one was going to find out what she did. 


And soon Detective Calhoun would interview Tucker and hopefully Sam and they would get closer 
to finding Danny. And then he'd interview Danny's therapist too. And Brandan surely wouldn't say 
anything he shouldn't. Brandan surely wouldn't tell the detective she was obsessed with her work 
and intimidating ghosts and maybe she had been intimidating Danny too and the detective should 
really look into that— 


No. No one was going to find out that the very last thing Danny had said to her was that she was 
the one hurting him. 


No one was going to find out what she did. 


Maddie straightened up and grabbed an apron out of the pantry. 
The day passed like normal. Unproductive phone calls with the police, no new leads, no Danny. 
She hated that Danny's absence was now normal. 


"Our team has finished their investigation of your son's computer,” said Detective Calhoun over the 
phone later that afternoon. 


Maddie pulled her leg up under her as she sat on the living room sofa. "Really? What did they 
find?" 


"Nothing that helps us know where he might've gone, unfortunately." 
Maddie's face fell. 


"I have been informed that our experts can see evidence that files and folders were erased recently. 
But they were unable to recover anything useful." 


"What? Why not?" 


"Whoever erased them knew what they were doing and did not want these files to be found. The 
only thing they were able to retrieve was a childlike drawing of what appears to be a ghost labelled 
‘Ghost X.' But we were unable to link that particular name to anything that might give us a lead." 


Maddie scratched her head. "But why would he want to delete that?" 


"Who knows? Maybe there were a lot of drawings or personal writings on that computer he 
decided he wanted to never be found and so he deleted them." 


"But you said they were removed by someone who knew what they were doing, right? Why would 
he want to make sure those files were wiped so completely that not even experts could retrieve 
them?" 


"Well. It is certainly possible that the files were of a different nature that he didn't want anyone to 
ever find. He is a teenage boy, after all." 


Maddie scowled. "What? You mean like...porn?" 
"That is frequently what we find people deleting, yes." 


Maddie fumed but couldn't contest the possibility. Not like she had never found lewd magazines in 
Danny's room before. 


"But regardless, there is nothing more we can do with his computer at this time," said the 
detective. "There is nothing on there that helps us, nothing we have access to, anyway. But even 
though we do not know what he deleted, the fact that he did delete them suggests to me that 
perhaps Danny had been planning on running away for a while. So that's at least more evidence 
that no foul play was involved, which makes it more likely he is all right and will return when he's 
ready." 


Maddie pressed her lips. The police really wanted to keep reminding her that they weren't actually 
concerned about Danny at all because they were so sure he was just a troubled runaway they didn't 
need to waste too many resources on. 


But then a thought struck her. 


She opened and closed her mouth a couple times as she fully realized the idea in her head. 
"Tucker." 


"Hmm?" asked the detective. 


"Tucker. Danny's friend. He's very much into all that tech stuff. If someone deleted those files so 
completely for Danny, or at least showed him how to do it, it was probably Tucker." 


"I see," said the detective. "I will try asking him about it in our interview. Perhaps Danny told him 
the reason why he wanted to delete the files. Or gave him some sort of hint that he was planning on 
running away." 


"When will you be speaking to him?" 
"Soon. I will let you know." 


Maddie clenched her jaw. Soon. Later. Eventually. That was all she kept hearing. Why not now? 
Why not a specific date and time? 


She disconnected the call and stared at the front door. 


Part of her wanted to believe that the police were right, that Danny would return any day now. Any 
hour, he would come through the front door. Maddie still wasn't sure what she would do first. 
Would she hug him? Kiss him? Yell at him? Ground him for the rest of his life? 


She supposed she would find out if she saw him again. 

When. When she saw him again. 

The front door opened. Maddie sprang from the couch with her heart pounding. 

Jack came in carrying groceries. Maddie's balance faltered. She drew in a breath to steady herself. 
"Any news while I was out?" asked Jack as he walked past her to the kitchen. 


Maddie knew what he meant. Everything from her phone call with the detective raced through her 
head. 


But all she could get out was "Danny's still gone." 


A light rain pattered her windshield as she drove toward Vlad's lab. As she crossed beyond the 
town limits, the light rain became a downpour. Maddie leaned forward as she squinted through the 
smudged streaks from her overworked windshield wipers. When was the last time they had been 
replaced? She couldn't remember. 


She parked in front of her secret lab and switched off the wipers. She watched the rain trickle 
down the glass for some time. 


It looked like tears. 
Tears falling from Phantom's glittering eyes and dripping off his chin onto the dirt. 
Maddie shook her head. No, that was just a trick, it wasn't real. 


Real as rain. 


Why did it have to look so real? 


Her boots squished in the mud as she made her way to the lab entrance and keyed in the code. She 
wiped the mud off her boots on the floor mat inside, used her sleeve to wipe the raindrops off her 


goggles. 


But then there was nothing else to stall her. 
She had to see him. 


And no matter what, she could not let him trick her because nothing about him was real except the 
ectoplasm in his veins. 


He was right where she left him, shackled to the wall and crumpled on his knees, his head drooped 
against his chest and his arms hanging above his head, dangling at the wrists. 


He was silent, motionless. Maddie stared down at him. 
Thank God he was no longer sobbing. 


She continued to stare at him, not at all sure what to do. She didn't want to break him again and see 
all those tears rushing down his face. 


He raised his head. His gaze looked empty, void of the emotion and passion she usually saw in 
them. Was this the real him? A ghost who no longer had the resolve to imitate human feeling? 


She waited for him to speak, but he stayed quiet. He did not move again, just looked up at her with 
empty eyes. The left eye was noticeably dimmer than the other, but both were lacking their normal 
luster. A splash of dried ectoplasm trailing from his nostrils covered his upper lip and chin. 


She wished he would say something first. Anything. Just something to show her that he was still 
her same ghost boy. 


But he never spoke. Barely blinked. 

She had won him. Now it was official, and they both knew it. 
So why did this victory feel so hollow? 

Why did he have to look so pitiful when he lost? 

Why did he have to look so vacant now? 


She had broken his body several times before but she knew he could heal that. She had gone 
further this time, reached his spirit. 


She could see all the paths his tears had once traveled, dried lines of salt like cracks in a shattered 
vase someone tried to glue back together. 


Like he could break again any moment. 


She swallowed and audibly cleared her throat, testing his reaction to the sound of her voice. He 
blinked. 


"I need to get you back on the examination table," said Maddie. "Are you going to fight me on 
that?" 


His eyes came into focus, their void filling with something she could not discern. 

Then he lowered and shook his head, his gaze falling to the floor. He did not look up at her again. 
"So you're not going to fight me?" clarified Maddie. "You promise?" 

He nodded. 


"You know that even if you did try to fight me, I could take you down, right? You remember that 
from last night, don't you?" 


He did not respond. 
Maddie studied him a moment longer. 
She had finally beaten him into submission. And wasn't that exactly what she wanted? 


She filled a needled syringe with a muscle relaxant at one of the counters before returning. 
Phantom kept his face toward the floor. 


"I'm going to unlock these restraints and move you to the table," said Maddie. "If you try anything, 
I won't hesitate to inject this muscle relaxant. But I'd rather not do that to you today." 


Phantom gave a small nod. Maddie kept the needle pressed to his neck as she unlocked the 
restraints and pulled him to his feet, relocking his hands behind his back with cuffs. Maddie guided 
him to the center of the lab, breathing deeply but evenly as she concentrated on controlling his 
movement and keeping the needle in place. 


He moved with her. No resistance, no struggle. Full compliance. 


When they reached the table, Maddie uncuffed Phantom's hands and directed him to lie on his 
back. He didn't hesitate in following her command and even held his arms above his head, waiting 
for her to belt him in place. 


His listless eyes stared at nothing, one glowing dimmer than the other. 


Maddie locked his wrists and ankles in place. Phantom released a long, slow breath. She studied 
the dried tears on his face. 


"You're probably pretty dehydrated, aren't you?" asked Maddie. 


She unzipped his suit a short way and pinched at the skin beneath his collarbone. The resulting 
fold stayed raised for a second before flattening. 


"Thought so," murmured Maddie. She prepared an IV drip and moved Phantom's arm down by his 
side, cutting off his glove above the elbow. She could see all the discoloration and bruising on his 
forearm from the night before when he blocked her punches. 


She didn't expect his skin to look this discolored. Were his healing powers slowing? Could his 
current mood have such an effect? 


She watched his face closely as she inserted the needle into his vein and felt relieved when he 
winced. Maybe he wasn't completely gone yet. 


Phantom let out another sigh as the IV fluids started flooding through him. She pushed his bangs 
off his forehead to get a better look at his face. 


"How are you feeling?" she asked. "Nauseous? Any pain?" 

Phantom did not reply. 

"I just need to know what I need to do to bring you back to health for my research." 
Quiet. 


"You're looking pale." Maddie brushed his bangs back over his forehead. "You'll probably feel 
better after you're hydrated again. All of that crying probably dried you out quite a bit." She rubbed 
a gloved finger over the dried ectoplasm under his nose, flaking bits of it off. "That nosebleed 
probably didn't help either." 


Maddie wet a towel and cleaned his face. Phantom stayed still, but his forehead creased, his brows 
lowered. Maddie stuck out her bottom lip as she carefully swiped underneath his eyes. 


"Tell me what you're thinking,” said Maddie. 
Phantom looked at her but said nothing. 


"Tell me." Maddie set the towel next to his head on the table. "I won, didn't I? Don't I deserve your 
cooperation now?" 


Phantom averted his gaze, but Maddie could see the muscles in his jaw and neck moving. She 
waited. 


"It wasn't real, right?" he rasped. "When I was crying, I mean." 

Maddie pouted and tilted her head. "No. It wasn't. It was just an imitation of human emotion." 
Phantom stared at nothing for a long time. Maddie again waited. 

"Imitation. Not real," he murmured. "But if it wasn't real, then why do I feel like this?" 
Maddie frowned. "Feel like what?" 


"This. Sick. Pain. Bad." Phantom shut his eyes. "Or is this not real either? Can I make it stop if it's 
not real? I want it to stop. If it's not real, I can just make it stop, right? Right?" 


His murmurs broke down into mumbling. Maddie's frown deepened. 

"The physical feelings are real," said Maddie. "I've told you that. You can't make those stop." 
"And the nonphysical feelings? Can I make those stop?" 

"Like what?" 


"Just. The bad feelings." Phantom closed his eyes. "If they're not real, can I make myself stop 
feeling them?" 


Maddie exhaled deeply and leaned over the table, hanging her head. What was he doing now? Was 
he trying to distract her from doing any actual experimentation? 


"Feelings like sadness or loneliness, yes, those aren't real and you don't have to force yourself to 
feel an imitation of them," said Maddie, lifting her head but not looking at him. 


Phantom's eyes lidded. 


"But fear may not be one you can stop yourself from feeling." Maddie shrugged. "Some ghosts do 
only imitate fear, but some of the more complex ghosts seem to exhibit real fear and even stress as 
survival mechanisms. I haven't yet been able to determine if your fear is authentic or imitated." 


The corners of Phantom's eyes crinkled. 


"But listen." Maddie moved closer to hover over Phantom's head. "I want to give your body a break 
after what happened last night. I'm not planning on doing anything really painful today." 


Phantom's eyes misted. "It's all painful to me." 


Maddie chewed the inside of her lip and prayed he wouldn't cry again, please don't do that to her 
again, it just looked too real and she needed to focus and not be distracted by how real he seemed 
to be. 


Plus the way he cried... 


It seemed so strangely familiar to her, as if she had seen someone cry in that exact way before, that 
same defeated expression, the way he held himself. 


But she knew it was just posturing. Just a ghost trying to deceive her. 
But she still didn't want to see it again just in case he succeeded next time. 


She prodded the side of his nose, the nostril where most of the ectoplasm had been trailing from. 
Phantom flinched. 


"Does that hurt?" she asked. 


Phantom said nothing but his expression told her everything. Maddie searched the cabinets and 
brought back a flexible endoscope and anesthetic nasal spray. 


"This will be a little uncomfortable." Maddie sprayed the anesthetic in each of his nostrils. "But 
since you've been good today, I'll numb you up. Plus I need you to be still." 


She wasn't about to tell him the real reason. That she just didn't want to see him cry again. 
Phantom sniffed and gagged. 


"Yeah, it'll drip down to your throat." Maddie positioned the end of the endoscope's tubing at his 
nostril. "Just breathe through your mouth and relax." 


She fed the scope through his nostril, watching the camera image as she moved it through his 
sinuses. Phantom stiffened, his breathing shallow. 


"Just relax, please," chided Maddie. 


Phantom took in a slow breath. Maddie moved in deeper, studying the camera image. Dried and 
wet ectoplasm, signs of trauma and inflammation, a slight curve in his septum. 


Phantom kept his eyes open as he stared up at the ceiling. Moisture brimmed at the edges of his 
lower eyelids. 


But that was normal, just a normal reaction to a foreign object poking around in the sinus cavity so 


near the eye. 
He wasn't crying. Not this time. 


Maddie stared very hard at only the camera image, trying her best to ignore his eyes and just focus 
on the structure of his sinuses, which looked so very human. 


She had been so fascinated and taken with how human he appeared before but now she was 
starting to hate it. 


Why couldn't he just look like the monster she was pretty sure he still was? 
Pretty sure... 


Maddie removed the scope and rolled her shoulders to stretch out her back. "Done. Your nose is 
going to be fine. Your healing abilities just seem a little slow right now." 


Phantom sighed and closed his eyes for a couple seconds. 


Maddie pulled the IV needle out of his arm and gathered equipment to retake his basic vital 
measurements. She unzipped his suit and placed the bell of her stethoscope against his skin, 
moving it to different areas of his chest. His heart beat slowly but still just like a human's: first 
sound, then the second, a typical Jub-dub with no murmurs. 


"You don't seem as nervous this time," said Maddie, more to herself than to Phantom. "Your heart 
isn't as quick now." 


She placed a cuff around his arm to check his ecto-pressure: lower than she had ever measured it 
before. But he still seemed alert, aware. Perhaps her estimation of his baseline ecto-pressure had 
just been wrong before. Maybe this was actually normal for him. 


She placed a thermometer in his ear and frowned at the reading: several degrees colder than what 
she had measured before. She took off her glove and pressed her fingers to Phantom's bare chest. 
He gasped at the contact but then relaxed. 


Maddie's frown deepened as her fingertips roamed over his skin. He felt so much colder than usual. 


And his glow seemed so much duller. Maddie had yet to actually measure the lumens of his 
spectral glow, but she didn't need to measure them to know they were lower than the last time she 
saw him. 


He had said earlier that he was feeling sick, pain, bad. 

But she had never seen these feelings manifest so strongly in a ghost's physical appearance. 
Maybe she really had pushed him too far this time. 

Maybe he needed a break. 


A real one. Another night to recover and regain some of his normal coloring and light. Maybe he 
was just a little more delicate than she thought. 


She clasped his suit zipper and pulled it up to his neck. Phantom blinked and creased his brow. 


"I think we're done for tonight," said Maddie. 


She began gathering her tools, organizing and preparing to put them away. She could see Phantom 
watching her, but he did not speak until she started to walk away. 


"We're done?" asked Phantom. "That was all?" 


"Just for tonight," said Maddie. "You're in no condition for anything more right now. I guess our 
fight last night took a real toll on you." 


She put her equipment away and returned to the examination table to find Phantom looking forlorn, 
defeated. 


Maddie patted his shoulder. "Didn't I tell you this would happen? That I would win and you would 
be back here?" 


Phantom's gaze lowered. "Yeah. You did." He pulled in a shuddery breath. "And you were right. 
You always win." 


He stared vacantly beyond the end of the table. She stared at him, at the tips of his shiny bangs and 
his white eyelashes and the tiny broken green vessels in the skin right beneath his eyes. 


So many mysteries still in those eyes of his. 
So much buried inside of him she wanted to discover. 


Maddie trailed a hand down his unrestrained bare arm and stopped at his wrist splotched with 
green bruises. 


"If I ask you a question, will you answer me?" 
Phantom did not react to her touch. 
"If I can." 


Maddie stepped back and leaned forward to rest her arms on the table. "Last night, I asked you who 
taught you how to fight. Do you remember that?" 


Phantom's lips parted slightly. 


"You told me your mother taught you how to fight," said Maddie. "You remember telling me that, 
don't you?" 


"I didn't know you heard that," said Phantom, sounding hoarser than usual. 
"Was it true?" 

No response. 

"Do you remember your mother, Phantom?" 

Phantom shook his head. 

"No, you don't remember her?" 

"I don't want to talk about her." 


"So you do remember her." With her arms still on the table, Maddie straightened her shoulders. 


"Did she really teach you how to fight?" 
"Why does it matter to you?" 


"Because ghosts usually remember nothing about their past lives. It's why they're stuck on 
obsessions, trying to fulfill some longing from when they were alive that they can't even recall." 


Maddie touched his arm again. Phantom's fingers curled slightly. 


"But you're not like other ghosts," said Maddie. "You seem to have a connection to your past life 
other ghosts just don't have. Almost like you're some sort of bridge between the terrestrial and 
supernatural. And that is so very exciting to me." 


"But what use would that be to you?" asked Phantom. "If you were to find out I am indeed a bridge 
between ghosts and humans?" 


"Oh, so many things." Maddie smiled up at the ceiling. "Finding ways to make ghostly 
components and biology compatible with that of humans would be a remarkable breakthrough for 
medicine and technology. Imagine using intangibility to perform surgery instead of incisions. 
Slowing down the aging process. Increasing lifespan. Giving humans their own healing powers. 
That would be incredible, don't you think?" 


"You essentially want humans to have ghost abilities without the obsessions?" asked Phantom. 


"Exactly!" Maddie beamed. "No mental incapacitation. No obsessive compulsions. Humans who 
have these amazing supernatural abilities who are still able to be selfless. Humans who can put 
those powers to good use and improve our world." 


"So the way I've been using my powers hasn't been good?" asked Phantom. "I haven't improved 
anything by protecting our town?" 


Maddie scoffed. "'Our' town, really. You say that as if you believe you're a fellow resident." She 
shook her head. "You've saved lives, yes, but you're not doing it because you care about any of us. 
You're trying to win our favor. You want us to worship you as our hero." 


Phantom's eyes hardened. 


"It just makes me wonder what happened in your past life that created this obsession for you," said 
Maddie. "Did you feel so unappreciated and undervalued that now you're obsessed with making 
everyone love you?" 


Phantom trembled, then relaxed, a whispery breath escaping him. Maddie stood up straight and 
stared down at him, but he did not look at her. 


"Did your mother make you feel that way, perhaps?" 
Phantom sharply turned his head toward her. "What?" 


"You said you don't want to talk about her. Maybe that means you and she didn't get along. Maybe 
she played some part in why you became a ghost at all." 


"Why I became a ghost?" Phantom stared at her, then blinked and stared up at nothing. "You mean, 
like...maybe she had some part in my death?" 


"God, I—no, that's not what I meant." Maddie laughed. "I see how that sounded now. No, I just 


meant—" She cleared her throat. "Maybe she's part of the reason your soul stayed behind as a 
ghost instead of fully crossing over. Maybe she made you feel like you still had something you 
needed to do, to accomplish, a strong longing or regret. Maybe she made you feel like you always 
had to prove yourself. Maybe you were desperate for her approval and acceptance. Maybe she 
played a part in why your obsession is what it is." 


Phantom's stare remained blank. 

"She didn't have a part in your death, did she?" asked Maddie. 
Phantom's brow knitted very deeply. 

"Maybe," he whispered. 


Maddie waited for him to say more, but he stayed quiet. She could practically see the memories 
and thoughts swimming in his eyes, locked away in his head. 


If only she could vivisect his brain and extract what he was remembering. 
"Can you at least answer my first question?" asked Maddie. 

"Which question was that?" asked Phantom in monotone. 

"If it's true that your mother taught you how to fight." 


Phantom did not answer right away. His brows drew close together and his bottom lip protruded 
slightly. 


"Yes," he said. 


"Really?" Maddie smiled, elation thrumming in her chest and gut. "She really did? Like before you 
died?" 


Phantom nodded. 
"And you really remember that?" 
Phantom nodded again. 


Maddie clasped her hands. "That's incredible!" She grabbed her notepad and started jotting notes, 
hypotheses. A ghost actually remembering something about his past life, what bearing did this 
have on his appearance, his abilities? What part did his mother play in his current existence and 
obsession? Why did he have memories of his past life while other ghosts didn't? What made him so 
different? 


"She wanted me to be able to defend myself." 


Maddie lowered her notepad, the corners of her mouth drawing in together as she waited for 
Phantom to say more. 


"She wanted me to be able to protect myself." Phantom pulled against his belted restraints. "She'd 
be really disappointed if she knew I got myself into this situation." 


Maddie pressed the tip of her pen to the notepad but she was suddenly not sure what to write, what 
to record. 


Was this another ploy he was trying? Another trick? A new kind of lie to play on her sympathies? 
He was still a ghost, after all, a ghost obsessed with chasing his obsession. She couldn't forget that. 


But he sounded so sincere, like he truly was remembering a mother who would now see him as a 
failure because he couldn't protect himself. 


(she hoped Danny remembered how to defend himself, wherever he was. all of the martial arts 
classes she had taken him to, all of the extra training she had done with him, she hoped she hoped 
she hoped he remembered all of it) 


Maddie shivered and looked down at her notepad, lifting her pen. A large blob of ink now covered 
the last letter of her sentence. 


"I think you know how much I want to get inside your body," murmured Maddie. 
Phantom lifted his head slightly to glance at her, looking disturbed. 


"But I want so much to get inside your mind too." Maddie's fingers danced along his hairline. 
"Uncover your past life. Discover what led to your death. Understand how it all factors into your 
ghostly obsession. See if it explains why you're not like other ghosts. Why you seem so much 
more Auman than other ghosts." 


Maddie waited for Phantom to move his head away from her touch. But he let her play with his 
hair. 


"I'm leaving for real now," she said. "We'll get back to some real research tomorrow night." 
She turned to leave but did not get far. 

"I can't tell you how I died," said Phantom. "I really don't know. Not yet." 

"You told me you were electrocuted," said Maddie. 


"That's how I became a ghost. But I don't know if it's what will kill—" He shook his head. "I mean, 
I don't know if it's what killed me." 


Maddie groaned. "That doesn't make any sense, Phantom." 
"I know. My whole existence doesn't make sense to me either." 
Maddie crossed her arms and pursed her lips. 


"But I can tell you my last thought before...before I became like this," said Phantom. "Before I 
became a ghost. When I was being electrocuted." 


Maddie widened her stance and tightened her crossed arms. 


"Pain," said Phantom softly. His chest rose and deflated with a quiver. "I was in so much pain. And 
I just wanted it to end. I wanted it to stop. That's what I remember most, just begging for the pain to 
go away." 


Maddie chewed the inside of her cheek and looked off to the side. 
"I remember it now because it's the same thought I have when I'm here with you." 


Maddie stared at him. He never looked at her. 


This wasn't real. He wasn't real. 
She knew that but why was it so much harder to believe right now? 


She backed away, slowly at first before quickening her pace and leaving the lab. 


do you still need me? 


Do you still need me? 


They were once so close and now he was so far. She once gave him everything and now she could 
give him nothing. 


Sometimes, Danny wasn't sure any of this was real. 


And other times, he wasn't sure that the life he remembered before this lab was real. It seemed 
distant and strange now, like it couldn't have ever possibly happened. 


A family? Friends? A home? His own room? 
Freedom? 
A time when he wasn't a ghost? A time when no one wanted to lock him up and hurt him? 


He wasn't even sure when it was light or dark outside. He could only guess when it was the middle 
of the night because that was when the scientist came. 


The scientist. His mother. 


He couldn't even pretend anymore. It was his mother who kept him here, his mother who 
continued to invade his body. 


"Just breathe," said Maddie one night. "Keep your eyes open and breathe." 


She pushed a liquid into his I'V line. She had explained what it was but he had already forgotten. Or 
maybe he hadn't been listening in the first place. He wasn't sure. 


A pulsating nausea rushed through his veins. His lungs crushed with the weight of it as he tried to 
pull in deep, slow breaths. Was the table tilting? Was she inclining it? Or rocking it back and forth? 


His insides tingled and numbed and pushed their way up past his throat. 


Danny turned his head and vomited. Sticky green stomach acid dribbled down his chin and off the 
table. 


Maddie pulled back the syringe she was holding. "Okay. Maybe that was a little strong for you." 


She wiped off his face and the table. The sharp smell of his spectral bile made him want to throw 
up again but he forced it back down. 


"This next one shouldn't make you quite so sick." Maddie jammed a new syringe into his IV line. 
"Just remember to breathe and don't close your eyes." 


He obeyed. He followed her instructions. He did everything she asked. 
He could only hope she'd be done with him sooner if he just gave her all she wanted. 


She pushed a new liquid inside of him, trespassed his veins again with something that burned and 


made him feel like he was floating up and up and up toward the ceiling except he could not phase 
through it and leave. 


He had to stay and entertain her. Night after night. 


"I don't think your eye is going to get better than this," said Maddie a different night as she pried 
his left eye open. "It's been looking exactly like this for a while now. No changes or improvement." 


Danny stayed quiet. He only spoke when she asked him a direct question now. Less painful that 
way. 


"Is the vision in this eye still blurry?" 
A direct question. He had to answer. 
"Yes," he said. He could see colors and basic shapes, but nothing was defined or clear. 


"Hmm. But it is remarkable you were able to regain any sight at all, I suppose," said Maddie. 
"That's something only a ghost could do." 


No direct question. He swallowed in an ever-failing attempt to relieve his sore throat. 


"Might as well go ahead and do some tests on your eyes," said Maddie. "No use waiting for it to 
heal more." 


She left and then returned to the examination table with a tray of new tools Danny hadn't seen 
before. She held a dropper and squeezed a small amount of medicated solution into each eye. 
Danny blinked as the moisture trickled past the corners of his eyes. 


She shined a light directly into his eyes. He squinted but tried his best to keep them open for her. 


But he hated when she was this close to his face because he could see her eyes behind her orange 
goggles. 


Not that he could pretend she wasn't his mother anymore anyway. 


She left again and returned with a needled syringe. Danny held back a flinch. Even after everything 
else she had done, he still hated the injections. 


"I've been working on several versions of the Fenton Solidifier," explained Maddie. "Variations 
that disable and reenable particular ghostly changes. For instance, all strains I've created allow any 
injected ghosts to have their energy shifted when being contained in a Thermos. And of course, the 
strain I keep you inhibited with here still allows you to use your healing abilities." 


She poked the needle into his upper arm. Danny bit his lip and closed his eyes as the liquid pushed 
and tore through his skin. 


"This particular strain should let you turn invisible. No other powers, just invisibility." Maddie 
pulled the needle out of his arm and set it aside. "When you feel like you can, turn invisible for 


me. 


Danny reopened his eyes and didn't even wonder why she wanted him to turn invisible. Nothing 
she did here made any sense to him. All he ever cared about was how much it would hurt. 


He tried to remember how to turn invisible. It had been so long. Was it a matter of will? Of 
thought? 


"Phantom." 


He shuddered and focused, sent the command to the cells throughout his being. On the lower edge 
of his vision, he could see his body fading and winking out. Gone. 


you wish. you're still here 


Maddie shined the same bright light in his eyes. Squinting or even closing his eyes offered no 
protection this time as the light went right through his eyelids. 


"Can you see this?" Maddie pressed her fingers to his face as she aimed the light at his eyes. 
"See what? The light?" asked Danny, hoping she wouldn't interpret his question as sass. 
"Yes, the light. Can you see the light?" 

"I..." Danny paused. Was this a trick question? "Yes, I can see it." 

"But how?" Maddie's lips swished from one side to the other. "How can you see it?" 

"Um. Well. I mean, it's pretty bright." 


"No, I mean—" Maddie felt for his eye and set her fingers around it. "The light goes right through 
you onto the table, like you aren't even there at all. So how are you able to see anything if light isn't 
hitting your retina?" 


Danny frowned. "I—I don't know." 


Maddie switched off the light. "It's one of the greatest mysteries about ghosts I haven't been able to 
figure out, how they're able to still see when invisible." 


She sighed and drummed her fingers on the table. Danny allowed himself to become visible again. 


"I can only guess it's a supernatural ability with no scientific explanation," said Maddie. "Ghosts at 
times appear to have abilities I can only describe as magical. Ghosts that can grant wishes, ghosts 
that can alter reality through writing. And it's something I can't easily research using scientific 
methods." 


Danny watched her sort through her tools on the utility tray beside the table. 


"I've dissected so many ghost eyes but can't figure it out." She stared at his face. "Maybe I just 
need to dissect yours. Maybe your eyes will finally have my answers." 


A surge of acid rose in Danny's throat that he forced himself to swallow. His left eye throbbed with 
the memory of being slashed open. 


"Later, though," said Maddie with quiet nonchalance. "I'd have to remove the entire eye. Might as 
well wait until you're gone." 


Until he was gone. Until he was dead. Until she killed him. 


She left. She returned. She left again. She returned again. And each time he heard the lab door 
open and her boots clicking on the floor, he wondered if this would be his last night. 


His arm was bare again and resting beside him. She poised the IV needle over his prepped vein. 


Danny kept his eyes closed and took in slow breaths. The IV prick didn't hurt nearly as much as 
other things Maddie put him through here, but the anticipation of any pain was still more than 
enough to rattle his chest. 


But once the needle was nestled inside of him, it wasn't so bad. The worst part was the initial 
puncture. Once that was over, he'd be fine, he just had to get through this first part— 


Danny hissed as his inner arm popped with a sharp burning sensation. Maddie cursed and pulled 
the needle out. 


"T'll have to try again," said Maddie, turning his arm over. "Just hold still, please." 


Danny pulled in another breath in a new attempt to calm himself. Maddie tapped and prodded at a 
vein in the top of his hand this time. Danny closed his eyes and waited, just a small poke, one little 
nudge under his skin and it would be done— 


His hand burst with pain that sizzled through his vein. Danny cried out and clawed at the table. 
Maddie again cursed and threw the needle onto the floor. She leaned over and cradled her head in 
her hands. 


The sharp pain in his hand dulled to a throb. Danny waited for Maddie to move, to get up and try 
again with his other arm. 


But she stayed still, her face hidden behind her hands. 
Danny stared at her and continued waiting. 


Maddie at last sighed and smoothed her hands over and down her hood, moving her goggles off her 
eyes and onto her head in the process. Right, yes, she was definitely still his mother. 


"Sorry," she mumbled. "I guess I'm distracted." 
Danny said nothing, not sure if she was actually speaking to him or just talking out loud. 


"I'm not supposed to think about him right now," she murmured. "This isn't his time, it's your time. 
I shouldn't be thinking about him. I shouldn't be talking about him. I shouldn't tell you..." 


Danny furrowed his brow, his eyes darting around the lab before returning to her. 
She rested her arms on the table. "It's his birthday today. Danny. My son." 
Danny let out a small audible gasp before he could stop himself. 


"April third. That's today." Maddie sniffled. "Well, technically it's after midnight, I guess, so it was 
yesterday. But still." She lowered her head briefly before raising it. "He's sixteen today. Wherever 
he is." 


Danny looked up at the ceiling with glassy vision. 
Sixteen. He was sixteen? Really? He made it this far? 


"I've been here this long?" he whispered, not sure if he was referring to his time in this lab or his 
entire life. 


"He's gotten so big." Maddie's lips curved into a tiny smile. "I remember how small he was on his 
fourteenth birthday. He still looked like a little boy. And now two years later, he's almost taller 


than me." 


Danny remembered when he was short, when he felt small compared to Dash and so many other 
kids in school. When he had to look up at his mother. 


Now indeed, he was at her height. But then still beneath her. 


Maddie's smile grew. "He's already taller than Jazz." She glanced at Phantom, her smile quickly 
vanishing. "Oh, Jazz, that's his sister, my daughter. I'm not sure if you know who she is." 


Danny nodded. "Yeah. I know her." 
"Really? You do?" 
"Yeah. Long red hair." 


"Hmm." Maddie paused. "I suppose you do know all about my family already, don't you? You've 
been watching us for a while, haven't you?" 


Danny didn't answer. 
"She does keep her hair very long." Maddie patted her hood. "I used to keep my hair that long, too." 


Danny envisioned the hair under her hood, thinking back on his childhood and what his mother 
looked like back then. But her hair had been short and well above her shoulders for as long as he 
could remember. 


(thinking back on his childhood? was it over already?) 


"When I was a girl," said Maddie. "When I was my daughter's age. In middle school and high 
school, my hair was as long as hers." She sighed dreamily. "My hair was my pride and joy. I 
carefully picked my shampoo and conditioner, never blow-dried it. Brushing it was like therapy for 


me. 


Danny tried to imagine how she looked when she was young. Had he seen pictures of her as a child 
before? As a teen? Old yearbooks or photo albums? Had she ever shared any with him? 


"Cutting my hair was one of the hardest things I ever had to do," said Maddie softly. "But it was 
getting in the way of my lab work, and I couldn't get it all to fit under my hood. I had to put my 
research first." She chuckled. "The day I cut my hair, I remember feeling like a woman for the first 
time. No longer a girl." 


Danny's gaze travelled down his body lying flat on the table. 

He was now sixteen. 

Was he still a boy? 

He did not remember growing up, but somehow he knew he wasn't a child anymore. 


"But I had to cut it," said Maddie. "I cried and cried, but my work and research had to come first. 
My research was more important than my hair." 


She brushed her fingers against his forehead, his eyebrows. 


"You're more important than my hair," she said, just barely audible. 


Danny stared up at her, at the trace of her eyes behind her goggles, wondering for a hazy moment 
whether she was talking to Phantom or her son. 


Maddie pulled her fingers away and cleared her throat. "But anyway, I don't know if Jazz is 
interested in lab work, so she might keep it long. I'm hoping she does, to be honest." 


"Me too," murmured Danny, remembering the way her hair shone like embers in the dim light of 
his room the last time he saw her. 


"You too?" Maddie crossed her arms. "What does that mean? You like her hair?" 
Danny fought back a grimace. 
"The feeling might be mutual on her part." Maddie smirked. "I think she has a crush on you." 


Danny turned his head to her sharply, pulling a muscle in his neck and clenching his teeth against 
the sudden pain. 


"She defends you a lot. Asks me about you a lot," said Maddie. "I can't think of any other reason 
why she'd take such an interest in you. She even asked me last week if I had seen you lately." 


Danny kept his head turned toward her, waiting, anticipating. 


"Of course I can't tell her the truth," said Maddie. "She wouldn't be okay with it, not when she 
seems to like you so much." 


Her hand cupped his face, soothing contact that he remembered feeling so many times growing up. 


"I can't lose you," she said quietly. "After all my hard work to finally have you, I can't let anyone 
know you're here and risk them taking you from me." 


Her hand continued to cradle him, lightly caressing him. Danny wasn't sure who she was right 
now, his mother or the scientist. 


Who did he prefer when he was here? 


"But today was hard for me." Maddie pulled her hand away. "I wasn't even sure if I would have the 
heart to come here at all tonight. I just kept thinking about how special this day was supposed to be 
and how much I just wanted to hug Danny and—" 


Maddie's breath hitched. She put a hand to her mouth and shuddered. 


"No, no, I'm not supposed to talk about him now, what am I doing—" She clutched her head and 
shook it, groaning. 


Danny watched her, could see all the frustration and hurt building inside her. She inhaled sharply 
and let it out slowly, lowering her hands as she deflated and slumped her shoulders. 


"[ just wish I could've baked him a cake," whispered Maddie. "His favorite kind, vanilla. Or 
whatever else he wanted. I would've given him anything today." 


Danny imagined how this day could've been, should've been. Going out with his friends, sitting 
through an off-key rendition of "Happy Birthday" sung by his family, blowing out the candles on a 
cake with icing that spelled out his name in his father's terrible handwriting. 


And his mother planting dozens of kisses on top of his head and the side of his face like she did 


every year. 


Maddie placed her hand on the table. "I wish I could have given him his gifts. I had already bought 
them." 


She hung her head. Danny stared at her for a moment, wanting so much to know more about what 
this day might've been like but not sure if she would permit him to ask a question. 


But he wanted to know. Needed to know. 
"What did you get him?" he asked quietly, gently, hoping not to shatter and anger her. 


Maddie lifted her head. Danny winced, preparing for a slap or some other punishment. But her 
expression did not harden. 


"I got him a little more than usual," said Maddie softly. "It was his sixteenth birthday, after all. I 
bought three concert tickets for him and his friends for the next time Dumpty Humpty performs in 
town this summer." 


Danny had told her about that earlier in the year. She remembered that? 


Maddie sniffed. "A couple new video games. Some electronics and accessories. The new shoes he 
wanted." She sniffed again. Her voice faltered, wobbled. "And some other new clothes since he 
never wants to buy them himself even though I give him money to buy some. And he's grown so 
much this past year, he really needs bigger clothes now—" 


She choked and folded in on herself, shoulders hunching. Tears streamed from underneath her 
goggle lenses. She slipped her fingers underneath her goggles and pressed them to her eyes. 


"I don't know why he's still gone," she gasped out. "I really thought he'd be back by now. I thought 
for sure we'd celebrate his birthday. But he's still gone and I don't know why." 


Danny stiffened as she sobbed, transfixed by the sight of her anguish. Her tears dripped off her 
chin and splashed onto the floor. 


So much pain. So much suffering. So much agony he was causing her just by being gone. 


"The police are so sure he just ran away," said Maddie, still weeping. "And I don't want to believe 
that something bad happened to him. But I also don't want to believe that he ran away because then 
why hasn't he come back? Did I really hurt him that bad? Does he hate me that much?" 


She blubbered. Danny could feel his own eyes welling up. 
"He doesn't hate you," he said. 


Maddie sniffled once and fixed her goggles on him, slowly pulling her fingers out from underneath 
them. 


"He doesn't," continued Danny, straining through his sore throat. "No matter how much you hurt 
him, he could never hate you." 


"What are you doing?" Maddie's facial muscles tightened. "What is this? Why are you saying 
this?" 


Danny blinked. "I—I just—" 


"You just what? Wanted to comfort me? Wanted to make me think you care about how I feel?" 
Danny lowered his eyes. 


"Is this your newest trick?" Maddie huffed. "You couldn't beat me in a fair fight like you thought, 
so this is your next big idea? Your newest ploy to try to get out of here?" 


Danny could only let her berate him. He had no more defenses. She was his mother, after all. It 
was still her job to scold him when he said something wrong. 


"When will you finally accept that you are never going to leave here?" demanded Maddie. "That 
you will die here? That this right here—" She held out her arms and gestured to their surroundings. 
"—will be the rest of your life? The rest of your existence?" 


Danny looked around the lab, this lab that was at first foreign to him but now so very familiar. 
And she. 

Danny looked up at the scientist with her arms still held out. His mother. 

She was so very familiar to him now. 


He had thought she was a stranger, convinced himself she was when he was sure his mother would 
never do such terrible things to him. But now he knew the truth: She would and she did and she 
was going to do more until she destroyed him. 


hasn't she already? 
"IT accept it," he said, his voice hoarse. 
Maddie stared at him, her chest expanding and deflating with her breaths. She lowered her arms. 


"Then what are you trying to do by comforting me?" she asked. "Telling me my son doesn't hate 
me? Why?" 


A single tear fell down her face. 

"I just don't want to see you cry," whispered Danny. 

Maddie stayed still for a long time with her goggles fixed on him. Danny stared back. 
She slammed her hands on the table beside him. 


"I know you can't control your obsession," she hissed. "Even here, even now, you're bound to it. 
But you will never be my hero, Phantom." She moved her face close to his. "You can't save me." 


She pulled his arm back over his head and rebelted him, restrapped him, took away every chance 
and possibility for escape. 


Then she left him alone in the dark. 


Danny gazed at the IV drip pole still standing beside him, illuminated by his ghostly aura. His arm 
and hand still burned from her failed sticking attempts. 


He was sixteen years old now. 


He stared at the glint of his glow on the metal pole. Because there was nothing else for him to look 
at. 


No more birthdays. 
This was all he would get. All she would give him. 


And no way to save her or himself or anyone anymore. 


I could never make it alone 


I could never make it alone. 


He wanted her to leave when she was here and missed her when she was gone. 


Maddie sat at the kitchen table, leaning over it with her arms folded on top. She had sent Jack 
upstairs to shower because she thought she just needed to be alone for a moment, but now she had 
no idea what to do with herself. 


She had to find Danny, had to figure out where he was, had to... 


But she didn't know what to do anymore. She had talked to everyone she could think of, looked in 
all of the places she thought he might be, looked in all of the places she never expected him to be, 
put posters everywhere she could think to and checked that no one had taken them down or 
covered them with missing dog or yard sale signs. 


Did he really not want to be found? Did he really want to be gone? 
She looked at her phone. No new messages. 


She opened her text string with Danny and read his last message to her before she had grounded 
him and taken his phone: Is it okay if I'm a little late for dinner? Just finishing up some stuff with 
Sam and Tuck. 


At the time, she told him yes that was fine, perfectly fine, just fine. But now it would never be fine 
again, she would never let him be late for anything again, she would be firm on the times he had to 
be home, she would homeschool him and never let him out of the house or out of her sight. 


She wouldn't trust him again. Too much freedom and now he was gone and it was all her fault for 
trusting him so much. 


Maddie rubbed her thumb over the on-screen keyboard and typed out, Where are you? 


She wished she could send it. But the police had reprimanded her twice already for sending 
needless sentimental messages to his phone while it was in their possession. J love you, come 
back, I won't be mad, I want to fix this, I want to fix us, I want to fix you. 


Messages she knew he couldn't possibly see right now but it helped just to send them anyway. 
She deleted the drafted text and closed the messaging app. 


She could still hear water rushing through the pipes. Jack was taking a long shower, far longer than 
usual. 


She opened her contacts and clicked the detective's number. It rang four times before there was an 
answer. 


"Detective Calhoun speaking." 


"Hi, detective. It's Maddie. I haven't heard from you in a few days, so just thought I'd check in." 


"Right, yes, sorry about that. I've had a busy week." 
"Busy how? Did anything new happen? Any new leads?" 


"We tried getting a transcript of any conversations Danny might have had through that calculator 
app on his phone. But the creators of the app tell us they are unable to retrieve any of that 
information." 


"Can't it be hacked on his phone?" 

"Our team has not been able to, no." 

Maddie exhaled loudly. "So that's it, then? His phone isn't going to be any use to us?" 
"Presently, no. I asked his friend Tucker about the app, but—" 

"Wait, Tucker? You talked to him?" 

"Yes, I spoke with him," said the detective. " A couple days ago." 

"A couple days ago? Why didn't you tell me?" 


"There was a lot of information to process, a lot of other things that came up that I needed to take 
care of. I also interviewed Brandan Cross. It's just been a really busy week." 


"Brandan Cross. Danny's therapist." Maddie rose to her feet. "You spoke to him too?" 
"Yes, we were able to meet." 


Maddie clutched the phone tight as she paced the floor. "And? What did he say? What did Tucker 
say? Anything that helps?" 


"Tucker said that he was familiar with the calculator app and even showed me the app on his own 
phone. He said he, Danny, and Sam would sometimes use the app for conversations they didn't 
want their parents knowing about. But he claims they always deleted the messages at the end of the 
day, so there were no conversations he could show me." 


"Conversations they didn't want their parents knowing about? Like what?" 


"Tucker said nothing bad, as he put it. But sometimes they wanted to sneak out past curfew to hang 
out. Dumb teen stuff, as he called it." 


"Hang out to do what? Did he say?" 


"He didn't mention any specifics. But based on our conversation, I do not suspect they were 
involved in anything illegal or dangerous." 


"But then why would they want to keep that so secret? Why go to the trouble of using a secret 
app?" 


The detective paused. "Tucker said that Danny was very afraid of getting in trouble." 
"Afraid of what?" asked Maddie. "Us? His father and me?" 


"Why would you suggest he might be afraid of the two of you?" 


Maddie huffed. "I mean, was he afraid we would punish him if we found out he was sneaking out 
past curfew or doing other things he wasn't supposed to?" 


"Well. Certainly no teen wants to be punished." 
Maddie thinned her lips. 


"Tucker also informed me that Danny asked him to help him delete some files from his computer," 
said the detective. "He claimed they were just some pictures and videos Danny did not want you 
and Jack to see. Tucker said that Danny was worried you might go through his computer while he 
was grounded." 


"What kind of pictures and videos?" 

"Tucker claims they were pornographic in nature." 

"He claims it, so you're not sure?" 

"I can't be sure since I didn't see them myself. But I have no reason to believe it isn't true." 
"So you think that's all they were?" 

"I do think that might be the case, yes." 


"But why would Danny ask Tucker to delete them so completely that not even the police could find 
them?" 


The detective did not answer. 


"He knows Jack and | aren't that computer savvy. We wouldn't know how to find anything that he 
just deleted normally." Maddie paused. "I mean, are you sure that's all it was? Just porn? Why 
would he want to make absolutely certain no one would find that?" 


"What might you have done if you had found those files on his computer, Maddie?" 
Maddie frowned. 


"Would you have scolded him?" pressed the detective. "Confined him to his room? Something 
else?" 


"Why are you asking that?" asked Maddie in a low voice. 
The detective said nothing for some time. There was a scuffling sound on his side of the call. 
"Detective?" said Maddie. 


"Sorry, I was just looking at something," said the detective. "Is there anything else I can answer for 
you right now, Maddie? I have a lot of work to get back to." 


Maddie's stomach knotted, but she tried to shake it out. 


"So Tucker couldn't show you any conversations from the calculator app, and he helped Danny 
purge porn from his computer." Maddie drew in a breath and steadied her tone. "Did he say 
anything else? And what about Brandan? What did he say?" 


"I need to go over the other information I gleaned from their interviews a little more," said the 


detective. "But I will let you know when I have more to tell you." 

"Why can't you just tell me now?" 

The detective went quiet again. Maddie could hear papers shuffling. 

"Detective," said Maddie more forcefully. "Why can't you tell me more of what they said now?" 


"I think it would be better to tell you in person," said the detective. "Once I have everything 
compiled and ready." 


"I want to know now." Maddie's nerves bristled. "Tell me now. If it's something that will help us 
find Danny, I need to know." 


"I don't think it will help us find him." 
"What do you mean? What is it?" 


"I will let you know soon," said the detective. "I have a lot of work to do now. I'll call you if I need 
anything or if something comes up." 


The call disconnected. Maddie fell into a chair and stared at her phone screen for some time. 
Jack entered the kitchen, smelling like the apple cider soap she had bought him. 

"Anything new?" he asked, opening the fridge and pulling out a large brick of fudge. 
Maddie hid her phone between her thighs. "No. Nothing." 


The morning had been sunny but clouds rolled in throughout the afternoon, and by evening, it was 
raining. Maddie usually loved to breathe in these spring showers but now they seemed bleak, sad. 


She wondered if it was raining wherever Danny was, too. How far away was he from Amity Park? 
Or was he so much nearer than she realized? 


The answer to that question didn't matter for the next couple hours. It was Phantom's turn now. 


Maddie sloshed through the mud toward the lab, wishing Vlad had put some asphalt down here. 
Inside, she wiped her boots on the door mat before making her way to the main area of the lab. 


Phantom was still on the examination table. Waiting for her. She no longer worried that he 
somehow wouldn't be here when she arrived. He was hers and he was here to stay. His presence 
was a certainty. 


Until she was ready to be done with him. But that would be her decision. 

She stood over him. He was awake. 

"Shall we begin?" she asked. 

He didn't answer. 

She pressed two fingers on his jumpsuit emblem, right at his sternum. His body stiffened. 


"I really want to get a look inside you," said Maddie. "I've been putting that off, doing all the easy, 
less invasive experiments first. But exploring the anatomical and physiological workings of your 


body has always been my main objective." 
His breathing became shallow. Maddie moved her hand to his shoulder. 


"I need to do some more thorough imaging first," said Maddie. "I want to get some CT scans using 
contrast dye. That will help me get the clearest idea of what to expect before I dive in there 
physically." 


His glow dimmed, his face paled. 


"That means I won't be cutting into you tonight," said Maddie articulately. "Don't start 
hyperventilating on me, okay?" 


She unbelted his arm and placed it down by his side. 


"And you won't fight me today, right? When I move you over to the CT scanner?" She unzipped 
his suit and pulled his arm out of the sleeve. "I won't have to use a muscle relaxant on you, will I?" 


Phantom nodded without looking at her. Satisfied, Maddie inserted an IV needle in the crook of his 
arm. 


"I'm going to let you remove your suit on your own," said Maddie, unbelting his legs and 
remaining arm. "But I have a sedative ready, so don't try anything." 


She stepped back once his restraints were all undone and aimed a loaded dart gun at him. Phantom 
sat up, looking mystified and almost disoriented. 


"You want me to take off my suit?" he clarified. 
"Unless you'd rather me take it off." 


Phantom's face flushed green. Maddie had already seen this reaction from him several times, 
shame and embarrassment that she had never seen from other ghosts. 


How did he do it? How was he able to fake that rush of ectoplasm to his cheeks? 
She was determined to tear into him and find out. 


He pulled his other arm out of his sleeve, then swung his legs over to hang off the table and 
removed the lower portion of his suit, leaving him in just his underwear. He draped the suit across 
the table beside him and hunched over, the IV needle still in his arm. 


"Do I need to take off more than that?" he asked, sounding apprehensive and full of dread. 
"No," said Maddie, chuckling. "I find it odd that you even care about that, honestly." 
He gave her a small smile. "I suppose I'm faking this too, aren't I?" 


"Of course you are," said Maddie. "But perhaps it's just part of your obsession and you have no 
control over the feelings you fake." 


"Perhaps." 
They both fell quiet. Maddie stepped closer to him, still holding the dart gun. 


"Let's go." 


She directed him to the CT scanner, aiming the dart gun as he walked ahead of her at a steady pace. 
He never looked back. 


She debated the need to strap him down for the scan. He seemed so docile, compliant. 


But that was probably what he was hoping for. He was waiting for her to get too comfortable with 
him, to slip up and keep him unrestrained for too long. 


He lay patiently on the scanner table. Unmoving. 


If he really was hoping she would get sloppy and too trusting, he was going to be very 
disappointed. 


She belted him down, securing his arms above his head and keeping them straight to prevent the 
IV line from kinking. She connected the line to a supply of contrast dye. 


"The dye will make you feel warm at times. Like a flood of warmth in your chest or lower body." 
Maddie moved to the computer. "That's normal." 


Phantom gave her a curious look. 
"[ just don't want you worrying and hyperventilating again," said Maddie. "Just stay calm, please." 


Phantom turned his eyes to the ceiling and released a long breath. Maddie keyed in the commands 
to begin the scan, moving the table inside the gantry and releasing the dye in intervals as the 
scanner whirred and rotated. 


His face was stoic at first, then his mouth and eyes began twitching, his arms pulled against his 
restraints. 


"Is there a problem?" asked Maddie. 

Phantom shook his head. 

"Then why are you squirming?" 

Phantom tilted his head back and cleared his throat. "Just feeling a little itchy." 


Maddie looked at his stretched arms. She could see a patch of green breaking out around his IV 
puncture. 


"Do you feel like your throat is closing up?" asked Maddie. "Is it getting hard to breathe?" 
Phantom shook his head. 


"Just hang on," said Maddie, returning her attention to the computer. "Try to ignore it and keep 
still. Almost done." 


A few minutes later, Maddie brought the table out of the scanner and inspected his arm. Several 
hives decorated his skin around the IV needle and across the rest of his arm. Maddie looked over 
his body, finding more green bumps and discoloration on his chest and neck. 


"Amazing," said Maddie. "This has never happened before." 


She pulled out the IV needle and took off her glove, feeling the uneven texture dotting his arm. 
Phantom turned his face in her direction but did not say anything. 


"You're allergic to the contrast dye," she said. "This is a first. I've never seen this before." She 
halted. "Well, that's not true. This is the first time I've ever seen this happen to a ghost. But I've 
seen an allergic reaction to dye before. My son is allergic to contrast dye." 


An image of her little boy's tiny body breaking out in rashes entered her mind. She shut her eyes 
and shook her head. 


"But I'm not supposed to be talking about him," she muttered. "Leave it to you to make me think 
about him once again." 


She prodded at his skin some more, feeling the warmth of the more swollen areas, a warmth that 
still felt cold compared to how a human would feel. One thing she could always count on to 
confirm he wasn't human, to justify everything she was doing here. 


Even at times she was feeling less sure about his lack of humanity, at least he was still cold to the 
touch. 


Phantom's brows drew together. "He is?" 

Maddie stared at him. "What? Who is?" 

"Your son," said Phantom. "He's allergic to contrast dye?" 

He sounded puzzled. Maddie cocked her head. 

"Yes, he is," said Maddie. "Is there a reason that interests you?" 
Phantom lowered his eyes. 


"Hmm. I see. You're trying to connect yourself to my son to get my sympathy, right?" Maddie 
leaned against the scanner table. "You're still clever as always." 


Phantom turned his head away from her. 


"He needed a CT scan once. When he was four years old." Maddie's voice softened. She knew it 
wasn't Danny's time but something about the pitiful look in Phantom's eyes made her want to tell 
him the story. "I'm sure he doesn't even remember now." 


She looked up at the ceiling. 
"Wherever he is," she whispered. 


She could see Phantom's gaze turning back to her on the lower periphery of her vision. She met his 
gaze and gripped the edge of the table. 


"He just kept throwing up," said Maddie. "He could never keep any food down. He complained 
about his stomach hurting all the time. It got to the point where he wouldn't eat anymore. So his 
doctor suggested a CT scan to see if there were any abnormalities. Liver damage, gallstones, 
blockages, cancer..." Maddie paused. "I was really worried when that was mentioned as a 
possibility.” 


She was quiet for a moment, remembering how nervous she was the night before Danny's scan, 
how she prayed that whatever it was, it could be fixed and her boy would be just fine. 


"But it wasn't cancer," said Phantom. 


Maddie looked down at him. 
"I mean, right?" said Phantom. "It wasn't cancer, right?" 


"No," said Maddie. "His scan was fine. His results were unremarkable. They diagnosed him with 
acid reflux and irritable bowel syndrome and gave me a new diet plan to follow." 


She turned around and rested her elbows on the table, crossing one leg over the other. 


"But it wasn't acid reflux or IBS either," she said, hushed. "Actually, food made him sick because 
of me." 


She sniffled. She couldn't look at Phantom now, not when she was confessing something she had 
never told anyone. 


"I did some testing of my own and found that he had been ingesting ectoplasm. Jack and I often 
stored samples in the kitchen fridge when the lab fridge was full. I guess it kept contaminating the 
food. Food that I would prepare and serve to the whole family. Serve to him. My son." 


She brought her fingertips to her lips, gently sucking at them. 


"He barely ate anything on his own for years after. Even after I cleaned out the fridge and prepared 
meals more carefully. Even when I went out and bought food from somewhere else. He just never 
wanted to eat. It got bad enough that we considered having a feeding tube placed." 


She recalled all the fits he used to throw when she tried to get him to eat, how he'd run away from 
the dinner table and Jack would have to chase him down and bring him back. 


"But you didn't do that either," said Phantom. "Right?" 


Maddie looked over her shoulder at him. "Yes. Right. We were eventually able to get him to eat 
more with incentives: staying up a little later than his bedtime, reading his favorite story about the 
stars and planets. Stuff like that." She faced forward again. "But he still doesn't like eating very 
much. I can tell. I try to make his favorite food but he never gets that excited about it. He's still so 
thin for his height, his age." She smiled. "Nothing like his father at all. Jack stuffs his face all day 
long with fudge." 


Her smile faded. She pressed a palm to her forehead. 


"It was my fault," she whispered. "I poisoned him and now he hates eating. And I worry about him 
getting enough to eat all the time because he only likes eating when he's in a good mood and 
prefers to starve himself when he's upset because eating used to make him sick when he was 
younger. And so now he thinks eating will just make him feel worse. And I don't think he even 
remembers that anymore but I do, I remember, I know it. But I never told anyone. I never told his 
doctors because I was worried what they'd think or who they'd tell." 


She clutched at the front of her jumpsuit, her chest shuddering beneath it. She breathed deeply 
several times. 


"And I've never told him because I don't know what he'd think of me for being such a bad mother 
who kept poisoning him." Tears filled her eyes. "But I really didn't mean to do it." 


She had kept this secret for so long. And it had spilled out of her so easily just now, a confession 
she had been wanting to make for over ten years. 


So cathartic to finally get it out, to have someone hear it. 
Especially someone who wasn't even a real person. Someone who would be dead soon. 


"Anyway." Maddie sniffled and smoothed her hood over her head. "He had an allergic reaction to 
the dye as well. Hives and rashes, just like you. In his case, we stopped the application 
immediately. But you are not my son, and I really needed these scan images." 


She wiped her tears away. 


"[ just wish I knew what it meant, you having an allergic reaction when no other ghost has 
exhibited that before. Or the hyperventilating. Your dramatic reactions to pain." Maddie rubbed her 
lips together. "You have extraordinary powers compared to most ghosts and yet your body seems 
more fragile somehow. I don't understand you." 


She turned to face Phantom again, ready to undo his restraints and take him back to the main 
examination table. His eyes appeared wet, his lips trembling slightly. Maddie paused, trying to 
make sense of his expression. He wasn't going to cry again, was he? Why? 


"What is it?" asked Maddie. 

Phantom gazed up at her. "He'd never think you're a bad mom," he said, his voice low and raspy. 
Heat sparked in Maddie's face. "What are you doing? Are you trying to comfort me again?" 
Phantom did not reply. His eyes were still misty. 


"I told you not to do that." Maddie shook her head. "Don't do that. And don't tell me what he thinks, 
you don't know him, you have no idea—" 


She gripped the edge of the table and ducked her head, resisting the urge to slap him as she 
composed herself. She had to keep her emotions out of this, had to control herself and not take her 
anger out on a specimen, that wasn't what a good scientist did. 


She lifted her head again, releasing a long breath. Phantom's eyes were no longer wet, but she 
could see the trails his tears had travelled down his face. 


"Time to go back," she said. 


Maddie walked Phantom back to the main examination table. He climbed onto the table and lay in 
position, holding his arms up for her to secure in place. 


"Are you hoping to get special treatment for good behavior?" asked Maddie as she fastened and 
tightened each belt. 


"You won," said Phantom, quiet and almost nonchalant. "You won me fair and square. I fought my 
hardest and still couldn't beat you. No sense in fighting you anymore." 


Maddie finished restraining him. "Seems like we could've avoided a lot of trouble if you had just 
accepted that from the beginning." 


She rubbed the tip of her thumb under his left eye, noting the scar that still streaked across it, 
showing no improvement from the days before. 


Her gaze moved to his bare arms, which were still covered in green spots. 


"You're not having trouble breathing, right?" she asked. 
Phantom shook his head. 

"Are you itchy at all?" 

"Not too bad. Just my arms and neck." 


"I can see if Vlad keeps some Benadryl somewhere. I guess maybe you've earned that." She 
pointed a finger in his face. "But it's only because I need to get you back to good condition before I 
can do any other tests. So don't get used to it." 


"Don't worry, I won't," said Phantom, sounding fatigued and worn. 
Maddie searched through Vlad's drug inventory and found a collection of antihistamines. 


"I couldn't find anything in liquid form." Maddie placed a hand behind Phantom's head to prop him 
up. "Here." 


She held a small pill between her fingers right at his lips. Phantom frowned at it. 
"You want me to swallow this?" he asked. 

"Yes. It should relieve your allergy symptoms. You can dry swallow this, can't you?" 
Phantom's eyes wrinkled. 

"Can you not?" Maddie sighed. "I guess I can get you some water." 

"No," said Phantom quickly with a shaking voice. "I can do it, I just—sorry." 


He opened his mouth enough for Maddie to drop the pill in. Maddie watched the muscles in his 
jaw and neck move as he swallowed it down. His expression relaxed as Maddie moved her hand 
out from under his head. 


"You should start feeling less itchy soon," said Maddie. 
Phantom nodded but said nothing. 


Maddie stared at him, wondering what to do now. She really couldn't perform any tests on him in 
this state, not until his rashes disappeared entirely. 


She would uncover the secrets in his body soon enough. But his mind, there was so much there she 
worried she would never discover before he succumbed to her experimentation. 


"Tell me about your name," she said. 

Phantom squinted one eye. "My name?" 

"Yes. Your name. Danny Phantom." 

Phantom rolled his eyes up briefly before looking at her again. "What about my name?" 


Maddie held her arms. "Talking about my son earlier reminded me that you and he have the same 
first name. It's a common name for boys, I suppose, so I'm not too surprised." 


Phantom lowered his gaze. 


"Did you choose that name for yourself when you became a ghost? Danny?" 
Phantom shook his head. 

"Has it always been your name, then? Before you died? When you were human?" 
Phantom paused before nodding. 

"You really remember that from your past life, then? Fascinating," said Maddie. 
Phantom shrugged. 


"Did your parents name you Danny?" asked Maddie. "Or your mother, since you claim to 
remember her. If we were to find your birth certificate, would that be the name on it?" 


"I suppose it would probably say Daniel," said Phantom. "But yes. Danny is what my mother 
called me." 


"Did she choose that name for you? Or your father? Did you have a father? Were you named after 
someone?" 


Phantom said nothing. 


"I chose my son's name," said Maddie. "Danny. I had to fight with Jack on it, he hated that name. 
He thought it sounded 'dumb,' his word. But he got to choose our daughter's name, so I got to 
choose for our next child. That was the deal we made." 


Maddie reflexively trailed her fingers along her belly, remembering the feel of being pregnant with 
her baby boy. 


"I always wanted a boy," she whispered. "And I always wanted to name him Danny. Not Daniel, 
just Danny. Such a perfect name." 


Phantom's brows pinched. Maddie continued drumming her fingers on her belly, remembering 
when her boy was so close to her, part of her, and now he was— 


No, why was she doing this to herself again, it wasn't Danny's turn. She had all day tomorrow to 
cry over him. It was Phantom's turn now, she had to focus on— 


"I guess my mother did choose that name for me," said Phantom. 


Maddie dropped her fingers from her belly and stared at him for a few quiet seconds. Phantom's 
gaze was fixed on the ceiling. 


"She had good taste," said Maddie. 
Phantom did not respond. 


"What about your second name? Phantom," said Maddie. "That wasn't your last name from when 
you were human, right?" 


"No," said Phantom. "It was not." 


"Right. I don't think I've ever heard of anyone with that last name." Maddie chuckled. "So did you 
choose that name yourself?" 


"Yes." 

"Why that name?" 

"Hmm." Phantom chewed the inside of his cheek. "I guess it just sounded cool." 
"That mattered to you? Really?" 

Phantom shrugged. 


"When you say 'cool,' do you mean that you just personally liked it, or were you hoping having a 
cool name would help humans like you more?" 


Phantom exhaled through his nose. "I don't really know. I don't know who I was trying to impress 
or what I wanted people to think. It seems kind of stupid now that I cared so much about it." He 
lifted one wrist, pulling at the belt holding it down. "Really doesn't matter now, does it?" 


"It matters to me," said Maddie. "Gives me some clues about your obsession as a ghost." 
Phantom huffed but said nothing. 

"But your first name gives me clues about your psyche." 

Phantom stared at her, his brows lowering. 


"Why didn't you choose to go by just Phantom?" asked Maddie. "Why Danny Phantom? Why did 
you include that remnant from your past life in your name?" 


Phantom was quiet for some time. Maddie waited. 


"I guess maybe because I sometimes still felt like the person I used to be before I became a ghost," 
he said in a soft voice. 


"And who were you?" asked Maddie. 

Phantom said nothing. 

"Do you remember your real last name?" asked Maddie. "From when you were human?" 
Phantom paused before answering. "No." 


Maddie studied his face closely. His eyes were trained on the ceiling, their corners twitching 
slightly. She continued to stare at him, waiting to see if he would glance at her even briefly, but his 
gaze remained fixed. 


"I think you're lying," said Maddie. 
Phantom shifted the position of his back on the table. He never blinked. 


"I think you know what your last name was." Maddie moved so that her face was directly above 
his. "I think you know who you were." 


Phantom's face paled. "No, I—" 


"You had to have been someone important," said Maddie firmly. "Weren't you? Someone of 
significance." 


"No." 


"Yes," spat Maddie. "Why else would you remember anything about your past life when no other 
ghost does? Why would you remember if your life wasn't important somehow?" She pressed her 
palms to the table. "Something about you was special." 


"No," insisted Phantom, his voice breaking. "I was nobody." 
"Liar." 


"No, really, I was nothing. I wasn't good at anything, no one ever paid attention to me or thought 
much of me at all." 


"So then you do remember who you were?" 

"I—no, but—" 

"How can you even know you weren't anyone special unless you remember who you were?" 
Phantom pressed his lips and inhaled deeply. 


Maddie drummed her fingers on the table. "If you really weren't someone important or special, then 
there was something special about the way you died. Something that allowed you to retain 
memories of your past life." 


She moved close to his face. Phantom tilted his head up but was unable to get away from her glare. 


"You said you were electrocuted." Maddie removed her goggles from over her eyes and placed 
them on top of her head. "What else happened? That can't have been it." 


Phantom looked away. "No. It was—" 
Maddie held his jaw and forced him to turn his face to her. He shut his eyes. 


"It was just an accident," he gasped out. "And I was just stupid and I was no one important and I 
don't know why I'm this way, I swear I don't know." 


His whimpering was pitiful, pathetic. Maddie let go of him in recoil. 
"I didn't want to be this way," he whispered. "I hate being this way." 


His eyes were still closed tight as his head shook side to side and the rest of his body trembled. 
Maddie stared at him, unmoving, deciphering him. He was trying to distract her, trying to push her 
away, trying to protect the truth of what he really was. 


She was getting so sick of this. So sick of this dissembling. 
She hovered over him. Phantom opened his eyes and shrank back as Maddie advanced. 


"I will find out what you are. I will find out who you were," she hissed directly into his face, her 
mouth mere inches from his. "You can't hide from me forever, Danny." 


His lips parted and something slipped in his eyes, a glassy bewilderment. Maddie immediately 
realized her mistake and pulled back, straightening. 


"Phantom," she said more calmly. "Danny Phantom. I have you and I will know everything you are 


soon enough." 


She pulled her goggles back down over her eyes and fit all stray strands of her hair beneath her 
hood. She could see Phantom continuing to stare at her out of the corner of her eye. 


"Are you sure you want to know?" 


Maddie turned to him fully, taking a moment to process his question. He gazed back at her, the 
glow in his left eye still dimmer than the right. 


"What if you don't like what you find out?" he asked, more pressing. 


Maddie placed her hands on her hips and inclined her head, shaking it a couple times in disbelief. 
"This is going to happen, Phantom." She extended her arms gesturing around the lab. "There is no 
way out of this for you." 


Phantom stared at her in silence. Maddie crossed her arms and scrunched her mouth. 
He then nodded and turned his face up toward the ceiling. His eyes emptied. 
No, but he wasn't empty. He had so much inside of him she had to cut into and remove. 


So many secrets to surgically examine. 


why do I feel so bad? 


Chapter Notes 


I'm posting this now to catch it up with the fic on FFN. I had been posting a chapter 
ahead on FEN and just never thought enough people would be talking about the fic for 
that to be a problem. Like truly, I didn't expect Dissembled to somehow be more 
successful than Disparaged, I thought I peaked with Disparaged. But now I want to be 
sure that no one reading the fic on FFN can spoil the climax and ending for readers on 
AO3. 


We are right at the edge of the end! Such a relief for me, just hope it's not too painful 
for all of you. 


And if it is too painful, then hopefully you can find some pleasure in the pain like I do. 


Why do I feel so bad? 


So much inside her felt numb. And then other parts just hurt and hurt. And how was he feeling? 
She wished she could somehow know. 


"Pay attention, Phantom." 


Danny tried to keep his head up, chin up, but he felt so heavy, so weighted. He was sitting up and 
strapped to a chair, which he thought would be a relief after lying on that table for countless hours 
and days. But now he just wanted to lie down again. 


"Look. Focus. You see this, don't you?" 


He squinted at the monitor in front of him, at the current image presented to him. An old-fashioned 
automobile. 


"Does this mean anything to you?" 


His head was covered with an electrode cap, the same one she had used for the scan of his 
brainwaves. He hoped she wouldn't want to wash his hair again afterward. He didn't want that 
contact, didn't want her touching him that way, why couldn't she just stop touching him already? 


"Phantom, answer me. Cooperate with me. Or would you rather we proceed with your surgical 
examination today?" 


Would you rather, Danny, Danny, Danny? 
The game was over and he had lost but she still wanted to make him play. 
"Is that what you want?" 


She had told him before she didn't want to cut him open just yet. She had some other tests she 


wanted to conduct first, experiments she wanted him alive for. She couldn't be sure he'd survive 
vivisection and wanted to wait just a little longer, just a bit, not yet, not tonight, not quite. 


"Phantom? Is that what you'd prefer?" 
Yes. He wanted it. He was tired of waiting. Tired of her threatening him. Tired of her teasing him. 
"Phantom?" 


"Yes, I know what it is," said Danny, focusing on the image of the old car. "But it has no meaning 
for me." 


Maddie was somewhere behind him, controlling the images on the monitor. She put up a new 
image, a Lego playset. One of his favorite toys as a child. 


"Quite a jump there," said Maddie. "You know what this is, don't you?" 
Danny nodded. 
"No gestures, Phantom. I need words." 


"Yes, I know it," said Danny, trying his best to maintain a stoic face and hide all traces of feeling in 
his voice. 


"Do you associate them with your human existence or your ghostly one?" 


She was trying to ascertain what year he might've died, what decade he was from now that she was 
certain he had been born some time in the twentieth century. And where he once lived, his country, 
his nationality. 


She showed him image after image, seeing what made his brain light up, what caught his interest, 
what was familiar to him. Famous buildings and paintings, machines and devices, animals and 
plants, food and clothing. 


He did not try to fool her or pretend. If she was so keen on figuring out exactly who he was before 
he became a ghost, then perhaps she should get what she wanted. Surely she had earned that by 
now. She deserved whatever she wanted. 


Because he couldn't save her and he couldn't protect her forever. 
"Phantom, answer." 

"Human. I remember them from when I was human." 

A new image appeared on screen. A family. 

His family. 


The air in his lungs turned stale as he stared at the photo. His father towered in the back. His sister's 
long hair fell over and far below her shoulders. His mother's hair was styled and coiffed, no hood to 
conceal it, no goggles covering her eyes. 


And he was there. A picture taken a couple years ago when he was quite a bit smaller and a lot 
happier. Back when he was still human. 


He shook with the weight of the tears in his eyes. He hadn't seen his dad or Jazz in so long now and 


here they were in a still photo and it was all he would probably get for the rest of his life. 
And the boy in the photo. That boy had no idea what pain awaited him. 
"Shit," hissed Maddie. "That's not supposed to be in there. I thought I took all those out." 


She replaced the family photo with an ocean scene. Danny shut his eyes and breathed through his 
mouth. 


"Sorry, I accidentally saved a folder of family photos in this file when I was preparing it," said 
Maddie. "But I really thought I got them all." 


Danny tried to push the image out of his head, block out the memory of his family and life before. 
Because it didn't exist anymore. 


"But you reacted to it," said Maddie. "The photo of my family. Your brainwaves indicated a strong 
response. Why?" 


Danny ducked his head. 
"Because you recognize us from all those months of spying on us?" 
His nails grated against the chair's armrests. 


"Or did the picture perhaps remind you of your own family? From when you were human? Do you 
miss them? Do you remember them?" 


He gritted his teeth and kept everything in. 
"Tell me, Phantom. I need an answer from you. Unless you want that surgical examination now." 


"Yes. Now. You should just do it already," Danny gasped out through his clenched teeth. "And you 
can call it vivisection. You don't have to say it so nicely with me." 


Complete silence from behind him, not even movement. Danny lifted his head and looked forward 
again, at the picture of a vibrant coral reef beneath the sea. 


She was stalling. He knew she was and he was finally calling her bluff. She was putting the 
vivisection off and using him as an excuse. She was as afraid of it as he was. 


"Your vitals aren't where I want them to be," said Maddie. "It's going to be very taxing on your 
body. I want you to be completely healthy first." 


Danny leaned back in his chair and relaxed his muscles. He could feel his wrists bruising against 
the restraints even beneath his jumpsuit. 


"You just don't want to let me go," he muttered. "You're worried I'll get away from you." 


He wouldn't fight to stay alive during vivisection. He would welcome death now. Any possible 
means of escape from her, he would take. 


Maddie never replied. 


He was back on the table again, an IV line in his arm as she pushed drugs inside him. He was 
sweltering and flushing, almost wishing for her to remove his suit so his skin could breathe. 


"Just checking your resistance to this one," she would say. "Just seeing how you react, if you're 
allergic to anything. I need to know what I should keep on hand for surgery." 


Vivisection, vivisection, why wouldn't she just say it? 


He wanted so much to push his hair off his forehead to cool it off. If only a breeze could somehow 
blow into the lab. If only he could breathe in the air outside just once, it was so stale and stagnant 
here. 


A new drug was shoved into his system and suddenly he was shivering. His veins froze, the same 
feeling he'd get before releasing an ice blast. But this ice stayed and pricked beneath his skin, 
never releasing. 


And then he felt dizzy, swimmy. His skull rushed with fog and fatigue, drowning him in hazy 
silence, tugging on his consciousness and begging him to fall away. 


"Stay awake." Maddie patted his face a couple times. "This drug isn't the one that's supposed to 
make you sleep." 


"Are you going to let me sleep when you cut me open?" he asked in a heavy slur, his mouth 
bubbling with saliva. "Or are you going to keep me awake?" 


"I can't understand you." Maddie wiped the drool off his lips. "You don't need to talk right now. 
Only when I ask a question." 


He just wanted to sleep. Wanted to be asleep. 


She shot him up with another drug that cleared his head, the dizziness leaving him with nothing 
more than a headache. But now his suit was open, wire leads attached to his bare chest. 


And he couldn't move. 


No, this was more than just being strapped to the table. He couldn't arch his back, pull against the 
restraints, shake his head— 


or BREATHE— 
"Hang on," said Maddie. "I'm coming. I'm here." 


She pulled on his jaw and stuffed a tube down his throat. He could feel the plastic scraping his 
trachea but he could not stop it, could not fight, not even his gag reflex responded. 


Air filled his lungs, deflating and inflating at a rhythm he had no control over. 
"Your heart is racing," said Maddie. "This is frightening for you, isn't it?" 
He tried to blink, tried to move his eyes in her direction. 


"I have to paralyze you like this for the surgical inspection." She moved her head into his direct 
line of sight. "I need you to stay perfectly still. But the drug paralyzes all of your muscles, even 
your diaphragm." She tapped the tube coming out of his mouth. "So you need a ventilator to 
breathe." 


Adrenaline coursed through his body. But he couldn't even twitch. 


"Almost all ghosts respire in some way," said Maddie. "It's why there's oxygen in the Ghost Zone, 


same as Earth. I've told you before. But not all ghosts breathe with a set of lungs or lunglike 
organs. But you do. Of course you do. You're too much like a human not to." 


She stroked the hair behind his ear. 


"Don't worry, I'm not cutting into you now," she murmured. "Soon. Just wanted to see if this 
paralysis worked on you. But you've responded to everything so far just like a human would. You 
are so remarkable, Phantom." 


Her fingers combed through the tangles in his hair. His eyes filled with tears that were physically 
impossible to hold back. 


She restored his muscles, gave him back his control. He sobbed when he pulled in a breath on his 
own again, a breath that he could make as big or as small or as deep or as shallow as he wanted. He 
had never before realized how miraculous that was. 


She really did own every part of him now, even his lungs. 
He shut his eyes tight, more tears leaking between and sticking to his lashes. 
He knew she'd soon be stealing his breath again. 


The lights above were so familiar to him now, their arrangement, their luminance. Memorized after 
all these weeks. Another new drug blistered through his veins and the lights began to sway and 
march, twist and swirl, swapping places, switching on and off. Danny's eyes moved rapidly as he 
tried to focus on each one, but they kept moving, kept changing, kept falling and rising again and 
again. 


And then the lights were back in their normal positions but something was jumping over him. 
Multiple things, actually. Dozens of those ghost blobs he sometimes encountered, just small 
entities of spectral energy that didn't seem to have much in the way of brains or feeling. They 
hopped from one side of the table over to the other in streaking arcs, glowing like trailing ribbons. 
Giggling and shrieking. His head turned left and right and back again, following their movements. 


"There's nothing here, Phantom. You know that, right? But what do you think you're seeing?" 
Ghost blobs were the purest form of ghosts. No feeling. No awareness. Just existence. 


He wanted that. Nothing human, all ghost. Nothing to feel when you're a ghost. Too much to feel 
when you're human. 


"Danny." He knew that voice. Jazz's voice. "Danny. Thank God I found you. Are you all right?" 
Jazz ran up to the table, wringing her long red hair in her hands. The ghost blobs had vanished. 
"Come on. We need to leave," said Jazz. "Hurry and get up." 

Danny pulled at his restraints. Maddie stood behind Jazz but did not look up from her notes. 
"Danny? What are you waiting for? Get up and follow me!" 

He pulled harder. He was stuck. 

"Why aren't you getting up, Danny?" 


Didn't she see he was trapped? Couldn't she see what their mother had done to him? 


"I can't help you if you don't get up, Danny. Do you want to stay here?" 
"No," whispered Danny. "Help me." 

"Then get up." 

"IT can't. Please." 

Jazz shook her head and walked away. 

"No." Danny lifted his head. "Come back." 

Maddie pressed on his chest. "Stay down, Phantom." 


The table felt hard and cold underneath him. The back of his head was bruised from hitting it so 
many times now. 


"Do you see something, Phantom?" 

Someone new came out of the shadows. A girl with shiny dark hair and purple lipstick. 
"Sam," he rasped under his breath. 

"Who? What name did you say? I couldn't hear." 


Sam smiled at him, tilted her head side to side, cupped his face and leaned over him, her mouth 
drawing closer and closer. 


"There's no one here, Phantom." 

He closed his eyes, waited to feel her soft lips against his. 

But when he opened them again, she was gone. An overhead light shone above him. 
His eyes were dry. Sticky. Itchy. He tried to blink but now they seemed stuck open. 


Something was moving nearby. He stared at it, tried to make sense of what it was. Glowing ropes 
coiled on a rack, long and quivering, wriggling, like they were alive. Snakes? Giant worms? Or— 


Him— 


His lower body was cut open and the coiled flesh was coming out of him, out of his body. His 
intestines. 


He watched them for a moment, mesmerized by their twitching and jiggling, the splashes of 
ectoplasm dripping off his hanging innards in spots of light and shining on the floor beneath. She 
stood beside them, running the stretchy cords through her gloved fingers, lovingly, carefully, as if 
she were preparing a work of art to be displayed in a museum. 


He tried to lift his head to get a better look. But he couldn't move, couldn't rise. Had she strapped 
down his head? But no, he couldn't move his fingers either, couldn't move his shoulders. 


The pain in his abdomen shocked all his nerves at once. He was lying here trapped and paralyzed 
with a gaping open wound and she was just playing with his insides— 


A monitor started beeping rapidly, frantically. She turned her face toward him, her large orange 


lenses glinting. 


His lungs involuntarily filled with air, sucked in through the tube shoved down his throat. His 
limbs shuddered with sick and nausea and then everything blackened. 


When the light returned, his body felt heavy. He blinked and moaned, wishing he could rub the 
blurriness out of his eyes or massage the ringing out of his head. 


But at least now he could move. 


He looked down at his body, which was almost completely exposed. A long line of stitches 
stretched across his lower torso. 


He attempted to lift his head to look around the lab but gasped as pain shot through his abdominal 
muscles. He clenched his teeth and breathed through the pull on his nerve endings, sighing as it 
burned out into a tingling throb. 


"Careful," said Maddie. "Don't jerk around." 


Maddie appeared at his side and placed a hand on his chest. "I'm curious to see how quickly your 
muscles will heal after being severed. You probably won't be able to sit up for the rest of the night. 
But maybe by tomorrow night, you'll be fully recovered. Who knows, right? That's why you're 
here." 


Danny looked down at his lower body again, at the sutured gash. His insides felt ravaged and 
bruised underneath. 


That's why. You're here to be hurt. To be assaulted. You're here to be abused and molested, 
enslaved and ruined. That's why you're here, Danny. 


"But you really should be grateful," said Maddie. "I decided to anesthetize you after all during the 
surgery." 


Danny stared at her. "You did?" 


"Mmm hmm. You were out for nearly all of it." Maddie paused. "You woke up just once, when the 
sedative stopped flowing through the IV. But I'm sure you don't even remember that." 


Danny thought back to the image of his intestines slithering and spiraling. Had that just been a 
dream, or did he really see that? 


"But don't think I did it for you, Phantom." Maddie crossed her arms. "I just decided it would be 
easier for me if you were asleep." 


A hot sting coursed through his lower body. Danny winced and shut his eyes. 


"You looked so human on the inside," murmured Maddie. "The organs, their placement, their 
nerve supply, their bloody supply, exactly like a normal human male. Not that that was a surprise, 
but... It's just so fascinating. I keep waiting to find something that marks you definitively as a 
ghost, but the only thing I see is ectoplasm." 


She lifted her arm, pointing out the green stains on her jumpsuit sleeve. He stared at it, unblinking. 
The memory of his hanging insides flashed through his head. 


"You want to ask me something, don't you?" said Maddie. "Go ahead." 


Danny cleared his throat. "Is that all you did? You just cut through my muscles and took a look at 
what's there?" 


"That's most of what I did." 
Danny's stomach churned. 


"I also removed a couple organs." Maddie looked off somewhere behind his head. "Just to see how 
you do without them. And to dissect them individually, of course. But I removed only organs that 
aren't necessary for human survival. And I'm presuming you won't need them either." 


Danny stared down at his torso with wide eyes. 


"Your appendix, for one. I can't even believe you somehow had that, I've never seen a ghost with 
an appendix. And your spleen. I'm very curious to see if your healing abilities are affected by the 
absence of a spleen. Are your healing abilities solely supernatural, or is there a biological 
component to them as well?" 


Danny continued staring at his lower body. He hoped she wouldn't say she removed anything 
more. 


"And I removed a section of your small intestine too." 
His chest knotted and his eyes ached, pressed hard from deep inside. 


"That was all," said Maddie. "We'll see how you do before we proceed with another surgical 
inspection." 


She patted his shoulder and started walking away. Danny trembled, tears flooding his eyes as the 
shaking ran through his lower body, his torn skin, his split muscles, his battered organs. 


He wished he could stop shaking. He wanted to stop shaking. It hurt so much. 
He wanted to stop hurting. He wanted the pain to leave him, to go. 

"Could you take out more?" 

Maddie turned back to him. "Could I what?" 

"More. Take out more. Could you?" 

"I—more of what?" 

"Me," yelled Danny. "More of my organs, more of me." 

"What are you—" 


"Everything that makes me human." The tears rushed down his face and he hated them. He was 
sick of crying. He cried because he still had human parts inside him and he was sick of them all. "I 
don't want to be human anymore. I want it all gone." 


"But you're not human. I don't understand what you're—" 
"T want the hurt to go away." 


He choked on his spit and coughed and everything inside him kept aching and spasming and he 


couldn't stop any of it because he was too human. But if she could just remove it all, remove his 
hurt, no more agony, no more despair, no more missing his own bed and his own room and his 
friends and his— 


Mother— 

She leaned over him, cradled his head in one hand, placed her other hand under his neck. 
"Phantom. Calm down." 

No more fear, no more of these convulsions— 

"You're not making any sense, Phantom." 

No more confusion, no more heartache, nothing bad ever again— 

"Phantom." She patted his cheek. "Phantom." 

Because only humans could feel this bad all the time— 

"Danny." 

The noise in his head cleared. The tremors halted. The tears stayed in his eyes. 
"You called me that again," he whispered. 


She was still embracing him. She blinked and shook her head, releasing him. "Well, yes. It's your 
name. Danny Phantom. I was just trying to snap you out of—whatever that was." 


She straightened up and rubbed her arms, turning her body toward a far wall. Danny never took his 
eyes off her. 


"Do you know what that was?" asked Maddie, turning back to him. "What you were rambling 
about?" 


Danny shook his head. He didn't know, didn't want to answer, wasn't sure what was going on in his 
head anymore. 


Maddie was quiet for a long time. 
"You know you're not human, right, Phantom?" she asked quietly. 
The last of his tears fell away and now there was nothing left. 


"T haven't been human for a while now," he said. "But it's still there. Part of me is still human even 
if I haven't seen it in a while." 


"What do you mean? Why do you think that?" 

Danny exhaled slowly. Dull pain ebbed through his lower body and legs. 
"There's nothing human inside of you, Phantom," said Maddie. 

Danny turned his head to her. "Then why does everything you do hurt so much?" 


Maddie knitted her brow and scrunched her mouth. "Is that why you think you're part human? 
Because you can feel so much pain?" 


He locked his gaze with hers, the orange lenses covering her eyes. In this world where just he and 
she existed and he wasn't her son but she was still his mother. 


His eyelids flickered, suddenly so heavy and begging to close. 
"You're not human," insisted Maddie. "You're not. I can prove it if you want. I can. I will." 


She briskly walked away from him. Danny listened to the sounds of her rummaging through 
cabinets and drawers and the clatter of tools and equipment scraping along the counter. 


But his mind was fogging, drifting. Exhaustion settled in his bones and even the energy to pull at 
his restraints disappeared. 


Disappeared like everything else outside this lab. Because here it was just the two of them forever 
and ever. 


When he woke later, the lab was dark and she was gone. 


perhaps I don't fulfill your fantasy 


Chapter Notes 


Hey, all! Thanks so much for the great responses I've been getting! I didn't expect this 
fic to do as well as it has been, and I really appreciate the thoughtful analyses. I had 
thought from the start that maybe all the torture would be too much to ever get to the 
same level as Disparaged, so I'm happy so many people are able to enjoy this with me 
after all. 


Perhaps I don't fulfill your fantasy. 


He wasn't sure if he ever pleased her as her son, but he hoped he was doing better as her specimen. 
Maybe this was finally the one thing he was good at, lying here under her knife. Or did she want 
him to scream more? 


Maddie opened her eyes but thought maybe she was still stuck in a dream because she couldn't 
move, couldn't speak, couldn't blink. 


She remembered the last thing she saw before this, her bedside clock reading 4:30 AM as she fell 
into bed. 


She mustered all her strength to turn over on her side and check the clock again. 
7:45 AM 


She widened her eyes and sat up on her forearm. She should've been up thirty minutes ago. Did she 
forget to set her alarm? 


A pair of strong arms wrapped around her from behind. Maddie looked down at them as they 
hugged her chest and abdomen, realizing she was still wearing her jumpsuit from the night before. 


"Your alarm went off but you slept right through it." Jack's mouth and voice buzzed against her 
back. "So I shut it off." 


Maddie placed her fingers on one of his arms. "My alarm woke you up? Really? That never 
happens." 


"I'm a lighter sleeper lately." 

Maddie turned in his embrace to face him. He took her hand and gently stroked it. 

"I know you got in late last night," said Jack. "I thought maybe you could use more sleep." 
"No. I need to—" 


"I keep telling you: Jazz doesn't need you to make her breakfast or see her off to school. She would 
understand if you slept in just this once." 


He pulled on her shoulders, tried to bring her head back to her pillow. 
"You can stay here with me a little longer, can't you?" he asked 


Maddie shook her head and pried herself out of his hold. "Danny might not have 'a little longer.' We 
have to get up and keep up the search." 


She threw off her old jumpsuit and pulled on a new one, never looking back at Jack as she did so. 
When she left the room, he was still on the bed. 


In the kitchen, Jazz was already sitting at the table with a plate of fried eggs. The TV was on and 
tuned to a news station. Jazz slipped bites of egg into her mouth and never took her eyes off the 
screen. 


Maddie looked at the screen as well. Archived footage of Phantom above a headline asking where 
was he? He was MIA for over three weeks now. Would he ever return? Did Amity Park even need 
him anymore with all of Mayor Masters’ anti-ghost measures working so well? 


Maddie's boots clicked on the tile as she approached the table. Jazz muted the TV and turned to 
her, looking like she had been caught doing something she shouldn't. 


"I overslept,” said Maddie. 
"Yes," said Jazz. "I know." 
Maddie gestured to her plate. "I didn't know you knew how to fry eggs." 


"Oh. This is nothing." Jazz shrugged and held up her phone. "You can learn anything on the 
internet." 


"Hmm. I suppose that's true." 


The TV silently displayed photos of Phantom. Jazz glanced at it quickly before returning her 
attention to Maddie. 


"Slow news morning, huh?" said Maddie. 

"Uh. Oh." Jazz looked at the TV again. "Yeah, maybe." 

Maddie studied the forlorn expression on Jazz's face as she continued watching the screen. 
"Why are you watching this?" asked Maddie. 

"Hmm?" Jazz turned back to her. 

"Are you really this concerned about Phantom?" 


"Oh. No." Jazz shook her head. "I'm not. Not really. I mean, it's just kind of weird that he hasn't 
been around lately, don't you think?" 


Maddie took a seat at the table next to Jazz. "Maybe it’s a little weird." She grabbed the remote and 
switched off the TV. "But it's not something I really care about right now." 


Jazz stared at the now blank screen. "Right. Yeah." 


The two said nothing for some time. 


"I can stay home from school today," said Jazz quietly. "To help look for Danny." 
"No." Maddie did not hesitate. "You're graduating soon. That's still important." 
"But finding Danny is more important, isn't it?" 


"Yes, of course, but that doesn't mean I want you to get behind in school and possibly have to 
graduate later." 


"I won't, Mom. I have perfect grades and all of my teachers would understand." Jazz's bottom lip 
protruded slightly. "I can help. Really." 


"Finish your eggs." Maddie pointed to her plate. "Do you want me to make you anything else? Or I 
guess maybe there's no time. You need to leave soon." 


"Mom." Jazz looked at her hard. "Seriously. I don't need to go today. Let me help you." 
Maddie sighed deeply and stared off at the far wall. 


"There's just...really not much you could do to help," she said softly. "I've already talked to 
everyone. Put up posters everywhere. Scoured every part of town and even neighboring towns." 
She paused. "And the police aren't trying very hard. They just think he's run away." 


Jazz cocked her head. "Are you implying he didn't just run away?" 
Maddie sat up straighter. "I—no, I'm not saying that." 
Quiet. Jazz's fork clinked against her plate. 


"You just look so exhausted." Jazz finished her eggs and pushed the plate away. "I know you 
haven't been getting much sleep lately." 


Maddie frowned but tried to hide her alarm. "What makes you say that?" 


"Well. I mean, I haven't been able to sleep very well either," said Jazz quickly. "I just keep 
worrying about Danny. Tossing and turning all night." 


"Oh. Yes." Maddie nodded. "Of course." 


Jazz stared at the table for a moment. "But..." She cleared her throat. "I do also know you've been 
going out every night. And you got home really late last night. Or should I say, early this morning.' 


Maddie tensed. "Yes. I get really antsy at night just lying in bed doing nothing." 
"So you go out to look for Danny?" 
Maddie pulled at the fingertips of her gloves. 


"That's what Dad said you've been doing." 


"Mmm." Maddie clasped her hands and propped her elbows on the table. "I tried to be quiet when I 
went out. Guess I wasn't." 


Jazz smiled. "You never wake me or anything. I'm usually not sleeping anyway." 


Maddie gently pressed her fingers to her lips. "I'll still try to be quieter." 


Jazz looked down at the table, her fork hovering motionless over her plate. Maddie watched her, 
waiting. 


"Do you ever see him?" asked Jazz. "When you're out at night?" 
Maddie frowned. "Him? Who? Danny?" 


"No, no. Sorry, I know that wasn't clear. I mean..." Jazz raised her eyes to her. "Do you ever see 
Phantom?" 


Maddie's frown deepened. She kept her hands tightly clasped. "Phantom? I've told you already I 
don't." 


"Actually, you didn't tell me that." 


Jazz's face was very serious. Maddie placed her hands in front of her mouth, blocking her own 
expression as much as possible. 


"You don't ever see him when you go out at night?" asked Jazz. "Just anywhere? In the sky? 
Nothing?" 


"Sweetie, this is all very cute, but you're starting to let this crush consume you," said Maddie, more 
irritably than she meant. 


Jazz scowled. "I do not have a crush on him. I could never. That's disgusting." 
Maddie furrowed her brows, surprised by her forcefulness. 


"I mean, because he's a ghost," said Jazz quickly. "That's just... It's not right, humans and ghosts 
together like that." She shook her head. "Anyway, that's really not why I'm asking if you've seen 
him." 


"Then why are you asking?" Maddie lowered her hands, her chest fluttering with paranoia. "I really 
don't understand what Phantom has to do with anything." 


Had Jazz seen where she was going each night? Did Jazz know what she was really doing with 
Phantom? 


A dozen excuses ran through her mind, a thousand reasons to explain it all away so Jazz would 
understand and maybe agree to keep the secret with her. 


"It's just..." Jazz paused. "You were really getting serious about catching him. Right up until..." 
Jazz stared across the room, her eyes turning glassy. 

"Until Danny went missing," she finished. 

Maddie cocked her head, trying to make sense of Jazz's expression. 


"[ haven't seen Phantom," said Maddie. "I haven't even thought about trying to catch him since that 
night Danny went missing." 


Well. At least that second part wasn't a lie. 


"Are you going to tell me the real reason you're asking?" Maddie leaned back in her chair and 
crossed her arms. 


"T just think..." Jazz rested her hands on the table and scratched her fingernails against each other. 
"Maybe figuring out where Phantom is will help us find Danny." 


"Why would you think that?" asked Maddie. "Like their disappearances are linked? Or you think 
Phantom might know where Danny is?" 


Jazz shrugged and continued playing with her fingernails. 

"Phantom went missing a week before Danny did," said Maddie. "There's no link there." 
"I know, but—" 

Jazz sighed, turning her attention to the TV as if it were still on. 


"More people are looking for him than Danny," she said. "Journalists. Ghost hunters. Fans. 
Dedicated cults that worship him, pray to him. Talking about how maybe they need to make 
sacrifices to get him to come back. Conspiracy theorists thinking he's been abducted by the 
government for experimental research." 


Maddie shifted in her chair. 


"If Phantom comes back," Maddie said carefully, "everyone who was searching for him isn't 
suddenly going to help us find Danny." Her jaw muscles tightened. "If they didn't care before, they 
won't change. It's why we have to try our hardest for Danny on our own." 


She looked down at her phone in her lap. No new messages from the detective. He probably wasn't 
even in his office yet, busy with his own family and children who weren't missing. 


"Because not even the police care enough," she muttered. 
"So then I should stay home and help, shouldn't I?" asked Jazz, pressing. 


Maddie stood and combed her fingers through Jazz's hair. "You can help me right now by getting 
yourself to school." 


She picked up Jazz's plate and carried it to the sink, giving it a quick rinse before placing it in the 
dishwasher. She dried her hands off on a dish towel before turning to find Jazz still sitting at the 
table, looking contemplative. 


"Jazz, honey?" Maddie frowned. "You don't want to be late." 

Jazz shuddered and nodded, rising to her feet. "Sorry. I was just thinking." 

"About what?" 

Jazz looked around. "This was the last place you saw Danny, right? In the kitchen?" 


Danny leaned against a counter with a bottle of painkillers in his hand. Maddie stood on the other 
side of the kitchen table. When she tried to move closer to take the pills from him, he pleaded with 
her to stop, to stay where she was. 


No. Don't. Please, I'll just— 
He placed the bottle on the table and slid it over to her. 


He was shaking. 


Maddie's brow knitted. "Yes. We were here. Why do you ask?" 
"What was the last thing you said to him? Before he took off." 


"The last thing I said?" Maddie looked over at the left side of the kitchen. "I told him... I said I 
couldn't let him keep secrets from me. Because his secrets were hurting him." 


"Did he say anything back? Or what was the last thing he said to you?" 
What if you're the one hurting me? 


Maddie shut her eyes, her head jerking. "I don't remember." She turned back to the sink to rinse off 
more dishes but saw none. "I don't even know if that's really the last thing I said to him. We both 
said a lot of things that night." 


She turned on the sink and busied herself by washing stray bits of food down the disposal. 
"I just keep hoping to find clues," said Jazz. "But he really didn't leave any, did he?" 
Maddie stared at the water swirling into the drain, then switched the faucet off. 


"What sort of clues do you mean?" Maddie turned around to face Jazz. "What clues have you been 
talking about with Sam and Tucker?" 


Jazz was now standing and had already pushed her chair in underneath the kitchen table. She stared 
at Maddie and blinked. 


Maddie thought back on her last conversation with the detective, how evasive he was when she 
asked him what Tucker had said in his interview. 


"What has Tucker been saying to you?" she asked. 

Jazz pouted, her forehead creasing. "What do you mean?" 

Maddie did not reply but held Jazz's gaze, trying to read the secrets in her expression. 
Neither spoke. 


Maddie's phone vibrated in her pocket against her thigh. She pulled it out and checked the caller 
ID. 


Detective Sydney Calhoun. 


"I need to get this." Maddie dismissed Jazz with a wave. "Please go to school, dear. I'll see you 
later." 


Jazz walked out of the kitchen without another word or even another glance at her. 


Maddie stared at the caller ID a moment longer, wondering why the detective was calling so early 
in the morning. Another clue? A new lead? 


She hoped for good news. 
But after her last conversation with the detective, her stomach clenched with dread. 


She normally picked up his call with no hesitation but now she wasn't sure she wanted to answer at 


all. 
She let out a breath and pressed the green icon. 


"Detective?" she said in a low voice as she held the phone to her ear. "I don't think I've ever heard 
from you this early before." 


"Sorry. Am I interrupting breakfast?" asked the detective. 


Maddie waited to hear the front door close before she spoke at a normal volume. "No. My daughter 
just left for school." 


"I wanted to get an early start on my work today," said the detective. "Including this case. Hope 
you don't mind." 


Jack's heavy footsteps sounded from the hall upstairs. Maddie dashed out of the kitchen past the 
living room and shut herself in the downstairs bathroom just as he appeared at the top of the stairs. 


"Of course I don't mind," said Maddie, unable to keep the bite out of her tone. "I just wish you had 
been taking this sort of initiative with this case all along." 


"As I've told you from the beginning, I am taking your son's disappearance very seriously. I very 
much want to find him. Which means I need to investigate all of the possible reasons why he ran 
away in the first place." 


Maddie's stomach knotted again. There was an implication there already she wasn't liking, a 
direction this was headed that made her uncomfortable. She recalled how Jazz asked about her last 
interaction with Danny. How the detective a week ago hinted that Danny was afraid of her 
according to Tucker. 


"So you do still think he ran away?" she said, more pressingly than perhaps she should have, 
hoping to steer the conversation in a different direction. 


"At this time, yes," said the detective. "But like I said, I want to explore his possible reasons for 
running away." 


"At this time? What does that mean? Do you have any reason to believe that he didn't run away?" 


"There is always a possibility that he did not run away, yes. But that is not what I'm investigating at 
this time." 


"But you don't think I was lying when I said he ran off, right?" 
The detective did not reply right away. 
"No," he said. "I don't think you're lying." 


Maddie held the phone away from her mouth so the detective could not hear her releasing a breath. 
"So then what is this call about?" she asked, trying to keep the shakiness out of her voice. 


"We need you to come in for questioning.” 


Maddie's gut sank, nearly taking her to the floor, but she grabbed the sink and kept herself on her 
feet. "Questioning? What do you mean?" 


"We just need you to answer some questions as part of our investigation." 


"You know you can ask me any questions over the phone. Ask me now, I have time now." 
"We want to ask these questions in person." 
"We'? Who's 'we'? Not just you?" 


"We'll tell you more when you get here. It won't take long. You'll be able to go about your business 
after the interview." 


Interview. That word alone made her distrust all the words before it. 
"What did Brandan tell you?" she demanded. "What did Tucker tell you? What is this about?" 
"We just want to get your side of the story. More details of what happened with Danny. That's all." 


Maddie clutched the phone in her shaking hand and looked around the bathroom for some sort of 
excuse, anything at all to insist she couldn't come in. 


"I can't," she said. "I'm busy today." 

"Maddie." 

The detective's voice was patient but pitying. 

"Today," he pressed. "Don't make this harder than it needs to be." 

Maddie froze, staring straight ahead. She did not speak for a long moment. 
"No," she said at last. "Not today." 

"Maddie—" 

"Am I under arrest?" 

A long beat of silence. "No." 

"Then I'm not coming in today. Not until I can talk to my lawyer." 


She disconnected the call and gripped the edge of the sink, leaning over it with her head down, 
feeling as if she might vomit right into the bowl. She steadied herself, breathing. She raised her 
head to look at her pale reflection in the mirror. 


Time seemed still for some time. Her mind raced over what she knew she had to do but could not 
stay focused. 


She stumbled out of the bathroom and found Jack leaning over the stove and flipping over a 
pancake. 


"Hey, Maddie, I don't know if you've already eaten, but I really felt like pancakes," said Jack. 
"Want one? They're chocolate chip." 


Maddie folded her arms, hiding her phone in her hand. She shook her head. 
"Something wrong?" asked Jack. 


Maddie stared at Jack a long moment before responding. "I have to call Vlad." 


"What? Why? What's going on?" 

Maddie shook her head and went upstairs to take a shower. 
"Mads. Maddie. Hey!" 

She ignored him. He couldn't help her now. 


The day passed and ended even though the hours felt so much longer than they usually did. When 
night at last arrived, Maddie crept through the darkness out of the bedroom, not even sure if Jack 
was actually sleeping or just pretending. 


Didn't matter if he was. She was pretending, Jack was pretending, Jazz was pretending, just a 
family of pretenders acting like things would somehow be okay. 


She flicked on cruise control as she drove past the town limits, relaxing her foot and stretching her 
arms while clutching the steering wheel. Her mind recalled the day, tumbled through the 
conversations and feelings. 


"Of course I can help you, my dear." Vlad had sounded breathy earlier that morning over the 
phone. Maddie paraphrased his words in her head now, his true meaning she could discern 
underneath his polite charm and smarmy cunning. "Of course I know an excellent attorney that I 
could get you in touch with. He's helped me get away with so many things. He can help you get 
away with whatever terrible thing you've done, too." 


But she didn't do anything. She had done nothing wrong. She would never hurt Danny. 
There was nothing she needed to get away with. This was all a misunderstanding. 


"I will help you with anything and everything, Maddie darling," Vlad had assured her. "Just say the 
word." 


"Thank you, Vlad. A good attorney will be enough for now." 
"Are you sure? I can order some new supplies for that lab of mine you like to use so much." 


Maddie's heart squeezed as sweat pooled in her palms and on the back of her neck. "Supplies for 
your lab?" she had echoed. 


"Just let me know if you're running low on anything or if there is any new equipment you'd like me 
to place there. It's not like my more well-stocked labs. Some of the technology is a little dated." 


Maddie could feel sweat running down her ribs. Did he know what she was up to in his lab? Did he 
know about her capture of Phantom? 


She had wanted to ask. But part of her was too afraid to hear his thoughts on what she was doing. 


Maddie had stammered a reply that no, everything about the lab was fine before hanging up. She 
shivered in her car now and flexed her hands over the steering wheel before gripping tight again. 


Of course Vlad would know she had been using his lab. Why would she think he wouldn't? 


But if he knew, and the police began investigating her, it would only be a matter of time before 
they discovered the secret specimen she was hiding from everyone. 


She now stared straight ahead at the shape of the headlight beams stretched over the paved road as 


she continued driving, closer and closer to the prisoner she had locked up. 


She wondered how many more nights she would have to make this particular drive, how many 
more times she'd be able to freely drive anywhere at all, how much longer until she was locked up 
herself. 


The headlights swept the entrance to Vlad's lab as the tires crunched over loose gravel and dirt. She 
parked and switched off the engine, staring out the window at the front face of the lab. 


She wondered what Danny was staring at, wherever he was. 
She wondered what Phantom was staring at. 
That was one question she could get an answer for right now. 


She keyed in the code for the lab door and pulled it open, wiping and shaking the dirt off her boots 
on the doormat as the door shut and locked behind her. She turned on the lights and made her way 
to the main examination table, where Phantom was still shackled. 


She stared down at him, observing his closed eyes and the slow rising and falling of his chest. 
He was asleep. 


His body suddenly twitched against his restraints. His eyes moved rapidly beneath his closed 
eyelids. 


Was he dreaming? 
She placed her hand on his shoulder. His twitching died down but his eyes continued moving. 


At one point, she would've been convinced he was faking this display, trying to pretend he was 
dreaming. 


Because ghosts didn't dream. Only terrestrial beings dreamed. Humans. 
And Phantom was not human. 

He wasn't. 

Of course he wasn't. 


Maddie continued staring at him. He breathed out in a loud rush before breathing in more quietly. 
His eyes were still closed. 


She could no longer say with certainty what he was anymore. 


Phantom made a small sound in his throat and moved his head side to side, his cheek brushing her 
hand on his shoulder. He hummed and seemed to almost nuzzle it. Maddie watched, transfixed by 
this show of affection. 


Who did he think she was? 


His eyes blinked open. He moved his head away from her with a snap to attention. The skin around 
his eyes was tinged green, rimmed with swollen sleep. 


"Were you dreaming?" asked Maddie. 


Phantom shrugged off her hand. 
"What were you dreaming about?" she asked. 


Phantom sighed. "Just being here. Just like this." He lifted one of his wrists, pulling at the belt 
holding it in place. 


"Is that usually what you dream about?" Maddie looked around the lab, wondering if perhaps he 
was unable to dream about anything more creative beyond his actual circumstances. 


She hoped that was the case, anyway. A fleeting hope that he was still just a ghost and everything 
about him could still somehow make sense with her understanding of what ghosts were. 


"It is now," he replied. 

Maddie frowned. 

"T used to dream about escaping," he explained. 
"But you don't anymore?" 

"No." 


She studied his eyes, noting the white scar slashed across the center of his left eye. Its glow was 
still so much dimmer than the other eye. 


She remembered gashing it open, the way his entire body quivered underneath her as she trailed 
the blade against his jawline and the bridge of his nose and brow. 


She remembered the feel of her lancet sinking into his cornea. The agony twisting his face as he 
tilted his head back and screamed. The ectoplasm flooding onto the table. 


And the tears that pooled with it. 


She had dismissed it all as an act before. The memory used to bring her satisfaction. The first time 
she punished him for his defiance, her first attempt to subjugate him. 


But now it gnawed her insides. She pressed a hand to her middle and gently massaged it. 


"What do you think you are, Phantom?" She looked over at the DNA sequencer, where she knew 
his results were finalized and ready for her to examine. "What do you think your DNA will say you 
are?" 


Phantom's brows pinched very close together. "I really don't know. I've never known. No one has 
been able to tell me." 


Maddie frowned, cocking her head. 

"I'm hoping maybe you can finally tell me what I really am," he said. 
He stared at the ceiling. Maddie stared at him. 

"That's always been my main objective here," she said. 


Phantom did not respond. 


Maddie walked toward the DNA sequencer on one of the counters against the wall. She had started 
the process several days ago, after she promised Phantom that she would prove to him once and for 
all that he wasn't human. 


She would have her proof now. Soon enough. 


She was able to extract DNA from dozens of samples, so many parts of him that would result in the 
most accurate report. Hair follicles, ectoplasm, tooth pulp, bone marrow, skin cells, organ 
fragments. Bits and pieces of him for her to break apart even further for scientific analysis. 


For days, she fretted over sample preparation and purification and extraction and fragmenting. She 
watched the final sequencing procedure approach completion, glancing at the status percentage 
update each time she walked by. It had been at eighty-five percent the night before. It would surely 
be at one hundred now. 


But now as she stood in front of the sequencer, which was boasting completion of analysis on its 
LCD screen, she hesitated. 


She knew he wasn't human. She knew it. She knew it. He wasn't. He was not. 


But still she paused. Because perhaps somehow the results would tell her she was committing a 
crime here in this lab. 


Was it better to not know the truth? 


Was it better to just believe he was definitely a ghost and thus she was doing absolutely nothing 
wrong here? 


She paused a moment longer before keying in the command to print the results. The printer nearby 
spit out several sheets of paper. Maddie snatched them before she could change her mind. 


She scanned over the text string quickly, then again more slowly, then the rest of the report, the 
bases, the configuration, the typing, the alleles— 


No— 
This didn't make sense, this wasn't right— 
She read through it again. Surely she was mistaking something. Overlooking something. 


She ran over to the computer and pulled up genome sequences for past ghost specimens, 
comparing the typing, the placement, the ordering of all the bases. 


She stared at the screen, at the printed pages in her hand, the screen again. 
Unmoving. 
Unreal. 


The clock in the bottom corner of the computer screen blinked over to the top of a new hour. 
Maddie pushed away and walked back to the examination table, her heels clicking on the floor in 
slow rhythmic taps. 


She stopped at Phantom's side, trying to map the results of his DNA analysis onto his face. She 
waited for him to pull his gaze away from the ceiling and look at her before she spoke. 


"I can't figure you out," she said, voice low and almost monotone. 


His arms had lost so much of their muscle tone already. He looked smaller than how she 
remembered when she would chase him through the streets of Amity Park, thinner, more fragile. 
His cheekbones cut through his skin more sharply. His silvery eyelashes clung together beneath 
the wintry rime of his bangs. One eyelash had broken away and stuck to his cheek just below the 
dark circle under his damaged eye. 


He seemed to stare right through her. 


"Your DNA." Maddie searched her mind for the right words. "I've never seen anything like it, it's 
—" She clicked her tongue and sighed. "I feel like you already know what I'm going to say." 


"T don't," he said with a slow shake of his head. 

Maddie paused for several long seconds, unsure how to say it, how to tell him. 
"It's human," she finally blurted. "Your DNA. It's human DNA." 

Phantom's peppered brows drew close together. 


"I would've thought it was a mistake except that I had so many samples to run through. Samples I 
prepared myself. Run through a sequencer that Vlad purchased so I know it's top of the line." 


Phantom blinked several times, his lips parting and pressing as if he wanted to say something, ask 
her something, but he stayed quiet. 


"But it's nonsense. You're not human. Look at you!" Maddie pointed at him with an open hand. 
"Humans don't glow. They don't have ectoplasm in their veins. They can't fly or walk through 
walls or turn invisible. Their bodies don't heal and recover from horrific injuries in just a couple 
days. They don't have screams that can kill people." 


She felt a heaviness pushing behind her eyes and she had no idea why. 


"Your DNA shows some kind of mutation, something I've never seen in any other human genome. 
But it's still human. Somehow." She let out a shaky breath. "That's why the boiling ectoplasm 
didn't hurt you. Because that was normal ghost ectoplasm. But your ectoplasm isn't normal ghost 
ectoplasm, it's—" 


She threw up her hands, walked away a few steps, returned to his side. 


"It's human ectoplasm." She shook her head. "Or something. I don't know. I mean, obviously it's 
ghost ectoplasm because you are a ghost and humans have blood not ectoplasm but somehow 
you're a human ghost but that's impossible, you must just be a new type of ghost, you have to be, 
you can't be human, humans aren't whatever you are." 


She choked on her saliva and put a hand to her chest as she coughed. She panted a couple times and 
looked down at Phantom again, who simply looked back at her. 


"But you do look and act so human," she murmured. 


They locked eyes for some time. Until Phantom squirmed and turned away with a slight green 
blush breaking out across his nose and cheeks. 


"I don't understand what you are." Maddie's voice cracked. "And now I'll never know." 


She located the nearest chair, a metal folding one set up a few feet away. She collapsed into it, her 
head heavy as she rested it on the back of the chair, her legs sprawled out in front of her 


The silence in the room was sterile. The buzzing of lights, droning of computers, the swish of the 
air conditioner chilling the lab. Maddie's skin tightened and pilled with goosebumps even beneath 
her jumpsuit. 


Something shifted in the walls, clanking, the ductwork or the pipes. Maddie picked herself up and 
leaned forward over her knees, resting her arms on her thighs. 


"I'm being investigated for child abuse." 


The words tumbled out of her, spilling toward the floor. On the examination table, Phantom lifted 
his head as high as he could and turned to look at her. 


"I'm not sure what they think they know." Maddie sat up straighter and clasped her hands over one 
knee. "Tucker or Brandan must've told them something. Even my daughter seems to suspect 
something." 


She could see him still staring at her out of the corner of her eye. She avoided his gaze. 


"They want me to come in for questioning." The words numbed her tongue. "Not over the phone 
this time. I know what that means. Somewhere they can detain me once it's over and they get me to 
confess what they think I've done. Because they must think I had something to do with his 
disappearance." 


She swiped her hood off her head and pulled off her goggles, dropping them to the floor beside the 
chair. She smoothed the tangles in her hair over her ears. 


"And I know how it looks." She scoffed, chuckled, sniffled. "I was the last to see him. We had a 
big fight right before he ran away. It'd be so easy to wonder if there was more to it than that, if 
there's another reason he hasn't come home yet. Because I did something to him and he can't come 
home." 


Maddie got up and walked over to the table, leaning over it with a wide grip on the edge. Phantom's 
body jerked away from her but was held fast by the restraints. 


"You want to know the last thing he said to me?" She stared down at the table, the empty space 
right next to his torso, the question not really directed to him at all. "He said I was hurting him. 
And then he ran off. That was it." 


She shook her head, smiling despite herself. How had she allowed things between her and Danny to 
get so out of control? It seemed so ridiculous and yet it had happened. 


"But of course I didn't tell the police that," she said more quietly, a murmur still aimed at the table 
and not him. "No one knows he said that to me. Just like no one knows I poisoned him with ecto- 
tainted food when he was little. Or that I slapped him the first time I tried teaching him to drive." 
She paused. "Or that I didn't take him to the hospital after he was shocked in our ghost portal." 


Phantom stirred, his expression rousing to attention, curiosity. The movement caught her eye, 
making her look at his face. 


"That's of interest to you, isn't it?" said Maddie. "You were electrocuted too, after all. You know 
how painful that can be, don't you?" 


A shadow crossed Phantom's face, and for a moment, Maddie thought she recognized it. A 
memory of something familiar, a connection. 


She blinked it out of her head. She was imagining it, surely. 


"Jack wanted to take him. To the hospital." Her tone was now casual. "We came home and could 
smell the burnt skin, the frayed ends of his singed hair. But I said no, we couldn't take him. 
Because what were we supposed to tell the doctors, the truth? Were we supposed to just say that 
we left our lab unlocked and let our teenage son and his friends play down there unsupervised? 
That he just happened to switch it on and accidentally shocked himself with high amounts of 
ectoplasmic energy? That we knew it was dangerous but didn't put any safeguards in place?" 


Maddie shook her head, slowly, rejustifying her decision in her mind as she had so many times 
before. Phantom stared at her, rapt and alert. 


"The hospital staff would take one look at his injuries and call the police," continued Maddie. "And 
then the police would want to know exactly what sort of experiments and work we were doing in 
our lab and why Danny would ever be down there and if perhaps we were desperate to get the 
portal working, so desperate that we sent in our son to test it out. And then they would wonder 
what else we might be doing to him, if we were using him as a guinea pig for anything else." 


Maddie again shook her head, more violently this time, trying to push the sickening feeling out, the 
sinking in her gut. 


"So we didn't take him. We just looked him over ourselves. And Danny insisted he was fine, that 
he felt fine, that he felt really good, even. Everything was okay and the portal worked now, and 
wasn't that what we wanted?" Maddie paused. "And yes, that was what we wanted. We don't know 
how he got that portal to work, but we were thrilled. Even if it did start leaking ghosts into our 
world. Ghosts like you." 


She narrowed her eyes at him. Because part of her was sure this was somehow all his fault and 
maybe Danny would still be happy and safe at home and the police would not be accusing her of 
any foul play if Phantom had never appeared. 


Phantom's face did not harden in response but instead softened, almost in agreement. Maddie blew 
out a breath and rolled her shoulders forward, hunching over the table. 


"Danny was fine," she said evenly. "So we weren't even covering anything up by not taking him to 
the hospital. Because it was an accident and we didn't mean for him to get hurt. We didn't do that 
to him." 


She stared at Phantom with intent. He met her gaze. 
"I know I hurt him," she said just above a whisper. "Many times. But I never meant to." 


Her voice shook as she started pleading with Phantom, not sure why she cared what he might think 
about her and all she had done. Maybe because she had revealed so much of herself to him now, 
right down to the deepest part of her core, even more than she had ever shown Jack. 


"If there's one thing I could get you to believe about me, I hope it's that." Maddie curled her fingers 
under the table. "I would never do anything to hurt my son intentionally." 


Phantom's face strained, his chin quivering and his eyes crinkling. Maddie knew that expression, 
remembered seeing it on Danny when he was younger. The verge of tears. 


A strangled sound caught in his throat and he turned his face away from her, a violent jerk, his eyes 
shut tight. 


She watched him in silence, the convulsions in his chest, waiting for him to fully burst into tears. 
But his gasping breaths soon calmed and he opened his eyes, keeping his face turned away. 


"All my work for nothing,” she muttered, not quite under her breath. "I'll be arrested and you'll be 
left here all alone to waste away. Shrivel into nothing and take all of your secrets with you where 
no one will ever find them." 


Phantom blinked and turned toward her again, a few tiny droplets clinging to the end of his lashes. 
One stray lash still clung to his cheekbone. 


"I mean, it doesn't have to be for nothing, I suppose." Maddie sniffled. "Jazz and Jack know I've 
been going out at night. Vlad knows I've been using his lab. If the police investigate me, it 
wouldn't be long before you're discovered, before you're taken from me. The Guys in White would 
lay claim to you immediately, I know they would. They could pick up where I left off, use my 
notes. Try to figure out what you are." 


She stared across the lab, considering, thinking. She scoffed, half smiling. 
"But they could never do you justice. They don't deserve you." 


She looked down at him again, his torn eye, his gaunt face, the shattered remains of the ghost she 
used to chase and fantasize about imprisoning. 


Look what you made me do. 
"Maybe I never really deserved you either," she murmured, lips barely moving. 


Phantom cocked his head, his brows furrowing over his eyes as he gazed at her, his bottom lip 
protruding slightly. An expression she could only describe as sympathy. 


Now it was Maddie who turned her face away from him. 


"I don't know when they'll arrest me," she said quietly. "But I know it's only a matter of time. The 
evidence will be enough for probable cause." 


She looked down at him again. 


"So before all this ends and my work really is wasted, is there anything you want to tell me?” She 
lifted her hands, palms up, a small shrug of her shoulders. "Something to give me? Something that 
might explain to me what you are?" 


She studied him. She knew there was something he wasn't telling her. Something important. 
She lowered her hands and sighed, groaned. 


"Did you know your DNA would be human?" she asked, her voice hoarse, her final attempt to get 
something out of him. 


His face became serious, grave. 
"No," he said. 


Maddie searched for a break in his expression, an indication of dishonesty. But she saw none. 


She placed her hands on the table, lowering and shaking her head. 


"What are you going to do to me today?" he asked in a small voice, raspy from the device partially 
paralyzing his vocal folds still clamped to his neck. 


She lifted her head but did not focus on him or anything else, her eyes glassy. 


"If you could just let me know," he said, meek and defeated. "I'd just like to know before it 
happens." 


Maddie blew out a harsh breath. "What do you want me to do?" 


Phantom knitted his brow. Maddie reached toward him and plucked the stray eyelash off his cheek. 
It shimmered between her gloved fingertips. 


"What would you wish for right now?" She held the eyelash up to his face. "If you could." 
He went cross-eyed for just a moment as he focused on the eyelash. 


"I know what you'd wish for." She brought her fingers to her lips and blew the eyelash away. 
"You'd wish to go home. Wherever that is for you." 


Phantom stayed quiet. 


"And what would I wish for? I want only one thing." Maddie wiped at her eyes, ran the back of her 
hand under her nose. "For my son to come home." 


No hesitation came next. She reached for the anti-ghost belt securing his nearest wrist and 
loosened it, then moved around to the other side of the table. She undid each restraint holding him 
down, then stepped back. 


Phantom lay still for a moment. Then he slowly pulled himself up into a sitting position and turned 
to look at her. Uncertainty, confusion. 


"We're done here," she told him, an order more than a statement, her voice wobbling. 
Phantom did not move. 


Maddie marched over to one of the mini-fridges on the counter and pulled out a small tube of the 
cancelling agent for the Fenton Solidifier, the only one she had because she had thought she would 
never need it. She had never even entertained the thought that she'd be letting her prized specimen 


go. 
Not alive, anyway. 


Phantom was still sitting with his legs stretched out on the table, his back toward her. Maddie came 
up behind him holding the cancelling agent in a needled syringe. She embraced him, one hand 
holding his shoulder, the chilled ends of his hair dusting the side of her face. Her hand moved to 
his suit zipper, lowering it and exposing his neck, his collarbone. All the mysterious throbs and 
pulses under his skin right at her fingertips. 


"I won't let anyone else have you," she whispered into his ear. 


She stabbed the needle into his neck and pushed the cancelling agent into him. Her final violation 
of his body, she promised. He cried out and lowered his head, clenched his fists against his thighs. 
Maddie pulled out the needle and threw it off to the side with a harsh snap of her wrist. 


She stepped away. Phantom turned and stared at her, still on the table, the upper section of his suit 
still unzipped and split apart. 


"Go," said Maddie, struggling to speak, the inside of her mouth coated in something hard and 
unfeeling. "You have your powers back. There's nothing for us here anymore." 


A strange look moved across Phantom's face. His mouth fell open but his teeth stayed together. His 
eyes widened but his brows lowered. 


And then a ring of bright light surrounded his midsection. Phantom gasped and doubled over, 
wrapping his arms around his middle and clutching himself. His eyes screwed shut as the light 
ringing him seemed to ebb and spark with his efforts, splitting and pulling apart just a tiny fraction 
before merging again and disappearing. Phantom cried out and fell back panting, leaning on his 
hands. 


Maddie tried to make sense of what happened, what she just saw. She had never seen anything like 
it with any other specimen before. Some new ghostly phenomenon, or something unique to 
Phantom? 


A heaviness burrowed in her chest as she fully realized this forfeiture of her life's work as a 
scientist. 


Phantom knew the real her now. 
But now she would never know the real him. 


Phantom grabbed the edge of the table and slowly brought his legs over, easing himself down onto 
the floor. He looked around, his eyes sweeping the entirety of the lab. 


Then his glowing gaze fixed on her. Intensity that burned. 


She forced herself to turn away, her back to him, her hands holding her elbows. She bit at her lip, 
wondering if she was making a mistake. 


Behind her, a soft rustling sound as she heard his boots leave the tiled floor and move up and above 
her, past and through the ceiling. She didn't need to turn to know he was gone. His absence was 
palpable and crushing, surreal in its suddenness. Pieces of him stayed behind, ectoplasm and hair, 
bone and tissue. But the part that mattered was gone. 


A breakup with her most intimate lover. 


Maddie continued holding herself and let her tears spill down her face and onto her arms and the 
floor. 


He was gone. 
Phantom was gone. 
Danny was gone. 


Wherever her boy lay broken, she hoped she could find all the pieces. 


where were you? won't you tell me? 
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Where were you? Won't you tell me? 


Empty. She had never felt quite so empty before. Even emptier than after he was born and no 
longer part of her. 


The moon was nowhere to be seen among the scattered stars. 


His ghost side wanted to fall away but he couldn't let that happen, not yet, not until he was far far 
far from here, from her, from everything. 


He raced through the skies, no idea where he was going, where he even was. He had no idea what 
town stretched out underneath him or where the roads were headed. 


He soared, cutting through the air at a breakneck speed that had to be a new record for him. His 
tears flung out of his eyes and off his face somewhere behind him. 


The town below him changed into a forest of trees thick with dark leaves rustling in the wind. His 
body all at once throbbed and ached, falling toward it, no more strength to stay in the air. 


He brushed against the top of one tree and then crashed into the top of another. The branches 
grabbed at him, pulling him down, forcing him to the ground. He fell through the leaves and 
scraped against the bark, losing his ghost form as the branches tore open the skin on his arms and 
face. 


He landed with a hard thud on the gnarled roots and packed dirt below, his head leaning up against 
the tree's trunk. He blearily looked up at the dense foliage above him, at the specks of stars he 
could see through the tiny spaces between the leaves. 


He couldn't move, couldn't get up. His chest squeezed and his lower body burned and his arms 
were heavy and his legs shook. 


He had forgotten how much worse pain felt in his human form. 


The leaves shuffled past each other, blurring and fading. His stomach churned and his head spun as 
everything around him fell away into the dark. 


No dreams in this place. No pain. No feeling at all. 
Until something touched his hand. 


Danny jolted out of his sleep and jerked his arm, a burning pain ripping through his abdomen as he 
sat up. A large beetle fell off his hand and onto the ground, its legs flailing. 


Danny watched it scuttle away, panting, his heart pounding in his ears, faster than he had felt it 
beat in a long time. 


She wasn't here. She couldn't touch or grab him now. 

He swiped a hand across his forehead. Sweat clung to his fingertips. 
He was human again. 

But was he himself? Or someone new? 


He leaned back against the tree, squinting as a ray of sunlight hit his eyes. He took in the feel of the 
scratchy bark behind his head, the hard roots poking into his lower back, the earthy smell of the 
dirt, the melodic twittering of birds, the moist chill of an early morning on his face. 


Things he hadn't expected to experience ever again. Such ordinary things that now seemed so 
miraculous. 


He stretched out his legs, kneading out the soreness in his thighs with his knuckles. He massaged 
his temples, his neck, feeling the device clamped there that was still paralyzing his vocal cords to 
prevent use of his ghostly wail. His fingers curled around it and he ripped it off, throwing it out 
into the trees. Feeling returned inside his neck, a sudden heat that made him cough. 


The soreness in his throat began to fade. It had been hurting so long now that the sudden relief 
almost made him cry. 


Something pinched his left ankle. Danny bent his knee and reached for it, feeling yet another 
device clamped to his skin, the one that had kept a continuous supply of the Fenton Solidifier 
running through his veins. He had to pull harder to get this one off, ripping a chunk of skin away. 
A trickle of blood from where the needle pricked him ran down his ankle and over his bare foot. 


He threw the device as far as he could, then relaxed against the tree again, keeping his leg up, 
crossing his arms and staring out into the woods. 


It all looked so fuzzy. 


He shut his left eye first, testing out the vision in just the right eye. The veins in the leaves and the 
texture of the bark covering each tree looked sharp, crisp. Normal. 


Then he shut the right eye and opened his left. 


A blur of colors with no distinct edges, only the vaguest of shapes. Hazy auras surrounded pools of 
light from the sun above. 


He blinked before staring out at everything with both eyes open. He could see the trees but their 
outlines were indistinct, grainy, overlapping each other, like a 3D movie without the glasses. 


Was that orange mass over there fungi growing at the base of that tree? Was that a chipmunk 
scurrying across the ground? 


He tried to focus and sharpen his vision but it only made his head hurt. 


He moaned and stared up at the branches above him, the lush green foliage clinging to them. He 
frowned. There had been flowers in the trees the last time he was out here. Had they all gone 
already? 


Had he missed all of spring? 


Something broke in his chest and he collapsed, falling over onto the ground and curling in on 
himself, knees bent and arms held in, sobbing so hard he could scarcely gasp in enough air. 


The dirt against his drenched face turned to mud. 


He wasn't sure if he had fallen asleep when he sat up later, but the sunlight was streaming in 
through the leaves from a different part of the sky, and the air was warm and muggy. 


He arched his back and smoothed his hair down his neck before sitting against the tree again. His 
face felt crusted with dirt and salt from his tears and his eyes were sore, his vision appearing even 
blurrier as he stared into the woods. He ran his tongue over his lips, dry and cracked. He massaged 
his wrists, ringed with dark bruises and scars, permanent bracelets from the restraints that wrapped 
them for so long. 


Everything in his body hurt. 


He sat still a moment longer, simply feeling all the aches throbbing inside of him before placing 
his hand against the tree and using it to help him stand. His pants began sliding down his hips, and 
he caught the waistband to hold them up. 


He looked down at himself and realized he was wearing his night shirt and pants. Right, he had 
first run away from home in the middle of the night. He had gotten out of bed to take something to 
drown the pain and panic in his head. And then she caught him stealing from the medicine cabinet 
and he ran to get away from her. And then she caught him a second time as a ghost and there was 
nowhere left for him to run. 


That faraway night seemed to have happened in another life. 
A life he couldn't be sure existed anymore. 


Danny pulled at the waistband of his pants, larger than he remembered. And his hip bones were so 
noticeable now, and the bones and tendons in his arms too, sharp and protruding, nearly poking out 
of his skin. Or were they always that way? Was there always this much space under his shirt? Had 
he just forgotten what his body looked and felt like before? 


He fingered the hem of his shirt. 
He didn't even want to lift it to see the surgical scarring underneath. 


He leaned back against the tree before breathing deep and pushing off, putting all his weight on his 
feet. His right leg tingled and fell into a very painful sleep. Danny yelped and bent over to massage 


it. Was this the leg she had broken? He couldn't quite remember. 


He gritted his teeth and stood up straight, shaking his leg. New pain shot through it in sparks 
before dulling and fizzling out. He tentatively put weight on the leg and released his held breath. 


He stood still for a moment, just feeling. Hearing. Everything. 


The aches in his body but also the breeze, the birds, the chipmunks, the sound of a car somewhere 
in the distance. 


He didn't know what to do now. 

Where should he go? 

Home? Was that place he knew before home anymore? 
Somewhere else? 


He had no idea. But he knew he couldn't stay here. He had to go somewhere, even if it was just one 
step at a time. 


He decided the direction of the car sound was as good a start as any. 


He began walking, his feet bare and unprotected because he hadn't had time to put on proper shoes 
before he ran away all those weeks ago. He winced each time he stepped on a jagged branch or 
pointed rock, feeling the bleeding cracks breaking across the soles of his feet and the splinters 
wedging beneath his skin. 


But he continued walking. He had experienced far worse pain than this, after all. 


A sharp twinge burned in his abdomen. Danny crossed his arms and pressed them tightly to his 
lower body, folding in on himself, hoping to somehow push the discomfort out with enough applied 
pressure. 


He tried not to think about what could be causing the pain and instead focused on the sound of 
another car speeding fast somewhere up ahead, closer than what he heard before. 


The wall of trees came to an abrupt end as he stepped out onto a paved road, warm beneath his bare 
feet as the sun shone from directly above. A truck drove past without a pause, ignoring his 
disheveled appearance and state of undress. 


Holding up the waistband of his pants now too large for him, he started heading in the same 
direction the truck went. There had to be something that way, surely. 


He walked beside the paved road, ducking back within the cover of the trees to avoid scrutiny from 
anyone driving by. The last thing he wanted right now was someone stopping and asking if he 
needed help. 


He didn't know what he needed right now. But he definitely knew he didn't want to talk to anyone 
and be forced to explain what he was doing out here alone and where were his shoes and why did 
he look like he had been locked up and tortured for weeks and did he need them to call the police 
or perhaps his mother? 


So he kept his eyes on the road but stayed behind the trees, ignoring the sharp rocks he kept 
stepping on and the throbbing pain running up and down his right shin. 


But he had to walk, couldn't fly. He didn't have the strength to maintain his ghost form right now, 
and even if he did, he wasn't sure he had the heart for it either. 


His mind numbed as his steps became far too many to count. Sweat coated his skin and glued his 
hair to his forehead. His legs ached and protested but he pushed on, pushed forward, panting as the 
inside of his mouth dried out. 


He blearily gazed up at the sun streaming through the trees. No chance of rain today. Just his luck. 


The woods thinned out as he reached the edge of what appeared to be a town. Danny read a sign 
posted alongside the road: Accord, Where Everyone Belongs. 


Accord. That name was familiar to him. He remembered driving through this town before with his 
family on road trips. He knew it was a good distance from Amity Park and even past Elmerton. 


Now that he had reached civilization, he looked around for his next step and spotted a gas station 
not too far in the distance. He headed toward it, stumbling over his sore feet as he attempted to 
quicken his pace. 


The gas station appeared old, outdated. Only one car was filling up at the pump, and no cars were 
parked out front. The restrooms were situated outside. Danny held his breath and pushed open the 
door to the men’s room, sighing in relief to find it empty. 


He stared into the room for a moment, disoriented, suddenly unsure if this was real. He swayed, 
eyeing the toilet and feeling an urge to grab it and throw up. 


But then he saw the sink. 


He locked the restroom door and ran to the sink, flipping the handle for cold water as far as it 
would go. Water gushed out in a messy torrent. Danny placed his head at an awkward angle inside 
the basin and gulped in the water, swallowing mouthful after mouthful after mouthful, water 
dribbling down his chin and neck, into his shirt and onto the floor. 


He barely stopped to breathe. 


His stomach lurched in complaint and Danny pulled back with a gasp. He wiped his mouth and 
switched off the water before collapsing to the floor beneath the sink. He leaned against the wall, 
panting, an aftertaste of chlorine lingering on his tongue. 


He sat still for some time, one leg stretched out in front of him, the other pulled up bent at the 
knee. He rested an arm on his bent knee and breathed in the unwashed smell of the restroom, a 
fetid mixture of sweat and urine and mold. 


One of the fluorescent lights flickered above. Someone outside knocked on the door aggressively 
before giving up. 


Danny pulled up both his knees and leaned his head against the pipe beneath the sink. He stared at 
nothing, vision unfocused. 


What now? 
Where could he go from here? 


He turned over the possibilities in his head. 


He could find a motel. He didn't have any money, but he could use his powers to stay in any empty 
room. 


But he didn't have much strength to use his powers right now. And he couldn't do that long-term 
even if he did. The maids at the motel would surely notice beds in supposedly empty rooms being 
used. And he couldn't just hop around motel to motel to hotel every few days, that would be 
exhausting. And stealing. 


Living on the streets was out of the question, too. There were too many people who would see him 
and probably call the police when they spotted a minor all by himself with no home or family to 
care for him. 


But he did have a family, didn't he? 

He shook the thought out of his head. He didn't want to think about them right now. 
But he had friends too, right? Sam, Tucker. Could he stay with them? 

But what would he even say to them? 

What would they say? 


They would ask him where he had been and why he wanted to hide with them and not go home to 
his actual family. 


And he didn't want to answer those questions. 


Besides, he couldn't stay with them long-term either. He couldn't possibly expect to be hidden 
forever. Their parents would eventually figure out that he was secretly living there. Tucker's 
parents maybe wouldn't mind but Sam's parents hated him. And either way, they'd both want to 
know why he was hiding out and not with his own family. 


And he definitely definitely couldn't tell their parents what had really happened to him. 
And then they would call his mom and tell her where he was and to come get him— 
He shook his head again, more violently this time. 

Vlad? 


Danny's nostrils flared as he remembered how Vlad had stood over him in that lab and then left 
him there to die when Danny refused to pledge him his allegiance. 


Vlad had proven he was in no way on Danny's side. He was not someone Danny could trust, only 
someone who would want something in exchange: his subjugation for merely an illusion of safety 
and freedom. 


Okay. What about the Ghost Zone? He still hadn't made his lair, and he was certainly entitled to it. 


Oh, God, really? Was he seriously considering living in the Ghost Zone of all places? That 
hellhole? 


Except...he knew what hell really was now, didn't he? 


He looked around the restroom, at the grime stuck between the tiles in the floor. 


All of these thoughts, these ideas he was entertaining, he realized he was just trying to run away 
from what happened to him. Hide from it. Bury it somewhere far back in his memory under layers 
of lies and pretending that he was fine. 


Just like old times. His familiar habits. 


But if he chose to run away and hide from it, he would never be able to see Sam or Tucker again. 
He'd never eat at the Nasty Burger again, never graduate from Casper High, never get his driver's 
license. 


He'd never see Jazz or his dad again. He wouldn't even have photos of them to look at anymore. 
And his mother... 

He would never see her again. 

Did he want that? 


He pulled in a shaky breath. That was the real question to answer here, the one he had been 
avoiding. All of these thoughts of running and hiding were just distractions from the real question: 


Should he go home? 
Could he? 


The light above flickered and buzzed. For several long moments, his mind was blank, unable to 
come up with any answer at all, unable to even process the possibilities. 


He closed his eyes and ducked his head, forcing a hard swallow. 


She used to read to him at night. Sometimes. When he was little and she wasn't too busy in the lab. 
He could no longer remember the stories, but he remembered the sound of her voice. The smell of 
her perfume. The warmth of her embrace. 


The memory made him sigh. 


But then it morphed, her tender gaze becoming a leer behind orange goggles as she sawed into 
him, pulling him inside out, stretching his entrails between her outstretched hands— 


He gasped and curled in on himself, gripping the pipe beneath the sink hard and whitening his 
knuckles. 


He didn't want to see her again. The scientist. 

But his mother... 

They were the same person. He knew that now. He had seen it. 

But... 

There was another side of his mother he knew existed. A version of her he missed. 


Her proud smile when he told her he managed to get a B on a test he actually studied very hard for. 
Her strong arms wrapping around him when she came home after a long science conference out of 

town. Her gentle timbre as she rubbed his back and whispered that she loved him, loved him, loved 
him. 


His mother had hurt him so much. So terribly. So completely. 


And yet he still missed her. He missed how she used to look at him like a son and not a specimen. 
Like someone she loved, not someone she owned. 


Could he see that again? 


If he went home, was that same woman he used to know waiting for him? Or had she changed just 
like he had? 


He imagined her curled up in her bed or perhaps on the floor. Crying. Heartbroken. Wondering 
what she had done to drive her son away. Not understanding why he hadn't come back yet. 


He thought back to his last memory of her in the lab, over half a day ago now. The despair and 
fatigue in her eyes, her whole body trembling. 


He didn't want her to be sad anymore. He just wanted to make her happy. That was all he had ever 
wanted his entire life. 


Would coming home be enough to make her happy? Would it... make her normal again? 
Would she become the woman he used to know if he returned as her son and not as her ghost? 
And what would I wish for? I want only one thing. For my son to come home. 

Her words whispered through his mind, haunting his head. 


Could he really do that? Grant her wish? Even if he wanted to, did he have the strength to face her 
again? 


The courage? 


He stared ahead blankly, the lines between the floor tiles blurring and vanishing as his thoughts 
fogged over. 


Could he...could he do that, could he... 
Should he... 
? 


Somewhere outside, a car's engine backfired, jolting Danny out of his trance. He blinked and 
looked around the restroom. 


How long had he been here now? 


He gripped the edge of the sink and pulled himself off the floor and to his feet. He then placed 
both hands on the edge of the sink and stared down into the basin, avoiding the mirror. 


He still wasn't sure what to do next. Where to go next. Home or elsewhere. 


But he knew he had to see what he looked like first. Before he could decide, he had to know how 
much he had changed. 


And if there was even a Danny for him to go back to. 


He chewed at his bottom lip for a few moments before breathing deep and lifting his head to check 
his reflection. 


He froze. 


The bones in his face jutted beneath his skin, so pale it looked nearly translucent. His cheeks sank 
in under his cheekbones. His lips were purple, cracked, dry, covered with flaking dead skin. His 
hair hung over his forehead in greasy strings. 


And his eyes. Rimmed with dark bruising circles. A white scar slashed straight through the center 
of his left cornea. His reflection blurred and distorted as he attempted to keep his damaged eye in 
focus. 


He shakily lifted his hands and touched his face, feeling the rough texture. 
Had she really done all this to him in just a few weeks? 


He pressed his fingers into his cheeks, sinking them into his skin that gave little resistance, no 
bounce or elasticity against his touch. Small cuts near his nose from the branches he fell through 
the night before reopened and started bleeding again. 


He wasn't sure what he had expected to see, but it wasn't this. 

But it wasn't his haunted appearance that shocked him most. 

No. What shocked him most was that he recognized himself. 

He ran his fingers over his eyebrows, smoothed his bangs up and back. 


He still knew this face. He knew it was his. Broken and battered but he could see himself in the 
expression, the eyes. Right through the scar and underneath it. 


He was still himself. 

He was still Danny. 

He thought he was gone but he wasn't. He was still right here. She hadn't stolen everything. 
He was no longer anybody's ghost. 

But he was still somebody's friend. Somebody's brother. 

Somebody's son. 

Somebody who finally granted his wish to be released from that hell. 

He could grant hers too. 


He switched on the water—ice cold, didn't even touch the handle for hot water—and splashed it on 
his face, neck, and hair, running his fingers through his bangs and against his scalp, refreshing and 
stimulating all his tired nerve endings, rinsing away the dirt and dried tears. 


Someone knocked on the door and tugged on it hard before knocking again more insistently. 


Danny shut off the water and attempted to phase through the wall in front of him. His molecules 
shook with the effort and fizzled out for a moment before snapping back to tangibility. He groaned 


and panted, leaning against the wall as he waited for his head to stop spinning. 


The knocking turned into banging. Danny stood in front of the door and stared at it before 
breathing deep and unlocking it. He quickly pushed his way out, keeping his head down as he 
rounded the corner of the gas station. A man's angry voice called after him, but Danny ignored 
him. 


He stumbled through the doors of the gas station, a bell ringing from somewhere overhead to 
signal his arrival. He stopped and scanned the aisles of Pringles and instant noodles and tie-dyed 
T-shirts and novelty keychains. 


He shook out his head to get hold on his bearings. He located the cashier counter and walked to 
stand in line behind an old man sporting a long, white mullet. He was shuffling through his wallet, 
mumbling to himself. The cashier did not speak as she waited for him to hand her the needed cash. 


On the counter was a display of candy and quick snacks for the road. Danny's eyes fell and stuck 
on the beef jerky, his stomach growling and knotting in response. 


He hadn't eaten in so long. Not properly. She had apparently given him some nourishment through 
the IV she kept sticking in him, but now his body cried for something real. 


He swayed, his ears rushing with loud whispering, sweat breaking out over his forehead and neck. 
He knew he needed to eat—it had been literally weeks—and yet he didn't want to, didn't want to 
weigh his gut down with anything right now, just wanted to float away on nothingness so he 
wouldn't have to feel anything— 


"Hey, hello. Are you just gonna stand there?" 


The whispering in his ears stopped. He focused his vision, staring at the cashier behind the 
counter, an Asian girl who looked to be just a few years older than he was. She stared back at him 
with dark eyes framed by a chin-length wavy bob cut. 


"You're not supposed to be in here without shoes," she said. 


Danny looked down at his cut-up bare feet, remembering just how much they were still aching and 
throbbing. He looked up at the cashier again. "Sorry. I'm not here to buy anything." 


The cashier huffed. "Then what do you want?" 


Danny hesitated before forcing himself to approach the counter. "I, um... I need to get to Amity 
Park." 


"Amity Park?" The cashier wrinkled her nose. "That's kind of a ways from here." She looked him 
up and down, her mouth dropping into a frown. "Are you okay? You look like shit. Do you need 
me to call someone?" 


"No, I'm fine." Danny hid his bruised wrists beneath the counter and noted the name on the tag 
pinned to her shirt: Jordyn. "Is there a bus stop or something nearby?" 


"There's one like a couple blocks that way." Jordyn pointed. "But it doesn't go all the way to Amity 
Park." 


Danny nodded, more to himself than to her, lowering his gaze. 


"But it does go to the train station." 


Danny turned the words over in his head before looking at Jordyn again, his brow creased. 
"Train?" 


"Yeah, you know. The commuter rail." Jordyn made a motion with her hand, imitating the 
movement of a train. "It passes through Amity Park on its way to Spring River. I've taken it a 
couple times to get to the airport there." 


"Great. Thanks." Danny swallowed. "Um, could you tell me how to get to the bus stop, then?" 
"T'll draw you a map." 


Jordyn grabbed a notepad and pen and hunched over the counter as she began to draw. Danny 
waited, watching her draw for a moment before his eyes wandered to the beef jerky right next to 
his face now. His stomach lurched at the sight and he forced himself to look at something else, at 
the bulletin board behind Jordyn. 


Where he saw his face. 


He stared at it for some time. A missing poster with a large color photo of him and his name in 
bold print: Danny Fenton, if found or seen, please call! 


He imagined his mother driving all the way out here just to ask the manager and anyone who 
would listen if they had seen her boy and to please put up this missing poster and call her if they 
saw or heard anything, please. 


Did she really want to find him that bad? 


He shook, stiffening with sudden frustration. If she really wanted to find him, then why did she 
spend so much time torturing him night after night after night when she could've been out 
searching? 


"Here." Jordyn stood up straight and held her map out to him. "Hope that'll make enough sense to 
you." 


Danny jolted out of his thoughts with a quick shiver. "Thanks," he said, taking the map and 
glancing at the rough sketch of roads, street names, and arrows. 


"Do you need anything else?" 
Danny looked up, first at her and then at the beef jerky. He shook his head. "No. I don't think so." 


"You know..." Jordyn leaned forward, resting her forearms on the counter. "I feel like I've seen 
you before. You look kind of familiar." 


Danny froze, putting all of his effort into looking at her and not at his missing poster just behind 
her back. 


"Are you sure you don't need me to call someone?" Jordyn's eyes traveled to the map in his hands, 
the purple bruising on his wrists so very noticeable. "How old are you?" 


Danny took a step back. "No, I don't need anything else. Thanks." 


He turned and headed out of the gas station, the smell of gasoline lingering on the evening spring 
air as the sun began its descent below the horizon. Twilight colored the pavement red and the 
sidewalk orange. 


Danny held up the map, crumpled from gripping it so tightly when he made his quick exit. He 
glanced at the nearest street sign, then back at the map, orienting himself. 


The gas station door opened behind him with a swish. 
"Hey. You." 


Danny jumped, his heart pounding as he turned to face Jordyn. Had she recognized him from the 
missing poster? 


She held up the pack of beef jerky he had been eyeing earlier. "Here. You look like you need it." 
Danny's stomach growled, but he did not take it. "I don't have any money." 

"T'll take care of it." 

Jordyn pushed the jerky toward him. Danny hesitated before taking it in his shaky hand. 
"Thanks," he mumbled, not meeting her gaze. 

"And here. Take this too." Jordyn reached into her pocket and pulled out a few bills. 

"No," said Danny. "I can't take that." 


"You just said you don't have any money. The bus and train aren't free, you know," said Jordyn. 
"Just take it, it's fine." 


She brushed the bills against his chest. Danny took them between two fingers and gently slid them 
out of her hand. He held them, motionless, the jerky and map in one hand and the money in the 
other. 


Simply thanking her didn't feel like nearly enough, but he couldn't think of the right words. 


Someone pushed through the door behind them into the gas station, causing the bell overhead to 
ring. Jordyn turned around to look. 


"I need to get back to work." She turned back to Danny. "I hope you get home okay." 


Danny tried to speak past his tied tongue, but she was already through the door and gone before he 
could get anything out. 


He looked down at everything in his hands. The map, the jerky, the money. 

I hope you get home okay. 

Home. He hoped it would still feel like home to him. 

He stuffed the jerky and bills into his pocket and headed in the direction the map indicated. 


The concrete hurt even more than the dirt did, each step shocking a dull pain through his foot. 
Ibuprofen would clear that up, four pills, eight hundred milligrams, maybe even more since his 
pain was terrible, so terrible. Or perhaps something stronger, hydrocodone or oxycodone, both, 
either, he wasn't picky. 


Danny stopped and pressed a hand to his chest, catching his breath. 


Did the gas station have any painkillers? He didn't think to check. 


He forced himself to move forward and not look back. He wasn't an addict. He could handle this 
pain on his own. 


And he could handle seeing her again. The scientist. His mother. 
No turning back for anything now. 


The asphalt changed from orange to purple in the rapidly setting sun as he reached the bus stop. He 
collapsed onto the bench, leaning over his knees and hanging his head, waiting for the nausea to 
pass as cars zipped by in front of him. 


One other person was waiting at the bus stop, an older lady who frowned at him and clutched her 
purse tighter. Danny kept his face turned away from her as much as he could as he lifted himself to 
a sitting position and pulled the jerky out of his pocket. 


He peeled away the packaging and ripped off a chunk with his teeth. Slow chewing, careful 
swallows. His mouth bubbled with saliva, washing his tongue with the savory flavor. 


He wasn't sure he had ever eaten anything so delicious before. 


He choked on a sob as he forced each bite down, forced everything down. The woman beside him 
cleared her throat and held her phone right in front of her face. 


The bus ride to the train station was short. The driver disapproved his lack of shoes but took his 
money and allowed him to ride anyway. He had just enough for a train ticket and was grateful for 
the cover of darkness as the sun vanished completely. He waited in the shadows, away from the 
crowd bustling around the platform. 


On the train, Danny found a seat at the back of the last car and kept his head down, avoiding eye 
contact with everyone who chose to sit in the same car. 


He tried to become invisible. His molecules strained and fizzled but did not change. 
The train began to move, taking him toward Amity Park. 

Home. 

Her. 

He held his arms and watched the darkened landscape whip past the window. 


The train made several stops, but without even looking at the digital sign above the nearest door, 
he knew when it had at last arrived in Amity Park. A chill sank into his bones and turned over his 
stomach. 


He disembarked with a few other passengers, who quickly scuttled off into the darkness of the 
parking lot. The train whistled and then chugged away, leaving Danny alone in the harsh lights 
beaming down on the platform. 


The digital clock overhead read 11:08 PM. 


Danny stared at it. He had been outside of time for so long now that for a moment, he couldn't 
remember what those numbers even meant. 


He reached into his pocket and pulled out the map, jerky wrapper, and the little change he had left 
after purchasing bus and train fare. Nothing left for a taxi or even another bus ride. Not that the 
buses in Amity Park even ran this late. 


He threw away the map and wrapper and began walking. Although he'd been gone weeks, he still 
knew this town very well after flying over it so many times. He didn't need a map or directions to 
know exactly where he was and where he needed to go. 


His legs and feet and entire body cramped and protested the walk as soon as he began, but Danny 
trudged forward through the pain. Even if he had the strength to transform so he could fly, he just 
wanted to be Danny right now. Not Phantom. 


He wasn't sure if he ever wanted to be Phantom again. 
But that was a question for another time. 


Miles. Hours. He stayed out of the streetlamps as much as possible, walked with purpose anytime a 
car drove by before resuming his tired, haggard limp through the streets and back roads, pausing 
only once to throw up into a trash can and a few times to dry heave or catch his breath, leaning 
against a wall, nearly suffocating as he clutched at his twinging chest. 


Was he just really out of shape? Or had she changed him? 
He felt all wrong all over. 


Amity Park was not a large town at all but he knew that it was well into the early morning hours by 
the time he reached the edge of his neighborhood. He knew the traffic patterns throughout different 
parts of the night, the stillness and quiet that settled when most of the town was asleep. 


Even after all this time, he still remembered everything about this town. 
It was still his town. 
Could it still be his home? 


He stopped on the sidewalk in front of a house. Two cars were parked out front and a huge RV was 
parked in the back. A spiraling pattern of cracks decorated the first stair leading to the front door. 


And up above, the huge Ops Center loomed above a darkened sign that read Fenton Works. 
It was all familiar. 
Nostalgic. 


He dragged his blistered feet up the stairs and paused, simply staring at the door, his nose mere 
inches away. 


Should he knock? Ring? 

No. It was the middle of the night. 

Should he wait until morning? Sleep on the concrete steps? 
But this was his home, wasn't it? 


He didn't come all this way just to wait for her to give him permission to enter, did he? 


She didn't own him anymore. 


Danny pressed his fingertips to the door, holding them there for a moment before pulling in a deep 
breath and forcing his molecules against the door, straining to push them through to the other side, 
sweat popping on his brow as he fought through the resistance. 


He phased through, stumbling a few steps until he regained his balance. He blinked in the darkness 
of the front doorway, lit faintly by streetlight coming through blinds not shut all the way. The keys 
and jackets hanging by the door, a few family photos fixed to the wall. A single strand of light fell 
on one where all four of them stood together, illuminating their smiles from a past that almost 
seemed like another life now. 


Danny trudged the final few steps into the living room. He stared at everything, his eyes adjusting 
to the darkness. The couch, the TV, the coffee table, everything was where they had been before. 


Everything was as he remembered it. 


A door opened somewhere in the hallway upstairs. And then footsteps, a rhythmic gait he 
immediately recognized after hearing it on the lab's tiled floor every night the past few weeks. 


The footsteps stopped. Danny looked up to see his mother standing at the top of the stairs, his heart 
numbing and squeezing. 


"Danny?" Maddie leaned over the rail. "Danny." 


His heart started again, melted by her voice. He hadn't realized just how much he missed hearing 
her say his name and really mean it. 


She ran down the stairs, switching on the living room light when she reached the bottom. Danny 
squinted in the sudden brightness as she approached, wearing a robe and slippers, her hair a matted 
mess. She came to an abrupt stop just a few feet away from him. 


She stared at him, completely frozen. A memory of the last time they stood apart like this flashed 
through his head. 


Iam not one of your research experiments! he had yelled at her all those weeks ago. 
How wrong he turned out to be. 


Her eyes traveled up and down his body, from his cut-up feet to his face. She walked toward him, 
slowly, her arms reaching out to him. Danny resisted the urge to move away and allowed her to 
take hold of his shoulders, running her hands down to his elbows as she continued looking him 
over. 


She froze again as her gaze fell on his hands. She held them, turned them over. The dark bruises 
ringing his wrists were a stark contrast against his pale skin. 


She looked up, her eyes wide, her face drained of all color. She placed her hands over his ears, 
turning him so his left eye was more visible. 


She gasped, stepping away and throwing her hands over her mouth. Her arms twitched and shook. 
Danny stared back at her, aching all over, the worst pain he had ever felt. 


He was barely able to get his voice above a whisper as he spoke through his tight throat. 


"Did I give you what you wanted?" 


Her hands shook harder as they stayed clamped over her mouth. 


Chapter End Notes 


The next chapter will be the last one! And it will be short, it's really more of an 
epilogue and a setup for the next sequel rather than a full chapter. But still a good one! 
Hopefully. See you then! 


you were there. remember me? 
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Isn't it nice to feel your own vice steal your life just like how you stole mine? - 
CircusP 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


You were there. Remember me? 


He could never forget her. Not after everything they had been through together. 


Everything collapsed. Everything fell out of her. 


Maddie sat hunched over on the living room couch and cried and cried and cried into her hands. 
Until the tears burned like acid streams cutting into her face. Until her eyes were almost swollen 
shut. 


She sniffled and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her robe. With her elbows resting on her lower 
thighs, she raised her head to look at Danny, bleary through her bloodshot eyes. He was leaning 
against a wall with his arms folded, staring at the floor, now wearing shoes and a jacket over his 
sleep shirt. Maddie had no idea when he had left the room to get those clothes or when he had even 
come back. 


And why did he come back? 


He turned only his head to meet her gaze. Even from this distance, she could see the stark white 
scar slashed across the cornea of his once beautiful blue eye. 


"When were you going to tell me?" she demanded, her voice low and hoarse. 


Danny blinked, then scoffed, chuckling. "When was I going to tell you? You mean before all this? 
Or when you had me strapped down to a table and knifed me open?" 


Maddie burst into more tears and buried her face in her hands. Danny groaned, then sighed. 


"I was planning on telling you eventually," he muttered just loud enough for her to hear. "But not 
there. And not like this. This is the last way I wanted you to find out." 


He pushed his legs out farther, deepening his slouch against the wall. Maddie wiped her eyes and 
tried to breathe through her collapsed lungs. 


"I almost told you that one day." His voice was weak. "I don't even remember when that was now 
—I don't know what day it is—but it was back when we drove out to the canyon." 


Maddie recalled the memory. Weeks ago. A long drive out to the canyon, just the two of them in 
quiet, peaceful scenery where she asked him about his painkiller addiction and all of the narcotics 
he was stealing from Sam's mother. 


Mom, um... There's something else. I don't really know how to say it, but, um... It's about Phantom. 
His words from that day came back to her, hitting her with a new horrible, haunting disturbance. 
"Why," rasped Maddie. "Why. Why didn't you tell me that day?" 

Why did you let me do this to you? 

He tightened his folded arms against his body. 

"I was afraid of you," he murmured. 

That day again. In the car at the canyon. Talking about Phantom. 

Why do you want to hurt him so much? 

He asked her that and she told him... She said... 

Oh, God. 


She sank her head into her hands again, clutching and pulling at her hair, splitting pain through her 
scalp. 


She raised her head again. "How?" 


She tried to force the words out, tried to pull in the breath needed to get them out. Danny frowned, 
standing a little straighter. 


"How can I make this up to you?" she begged. 
Danny's brows creased very deeply. "How can you...make this up to me? Make what up to me?" 
He made small gestures to his eye, his bruised wrists now hidden beneath his jacket sleeves. 


"Hunting me? Chasing and cornering me? Abducting me? Imprisoning me? Experimenting on me? 
Torturing me?" Danny lifted his hands with a shrug. "What exactly do you want to make up to me, 
Mom? What is 'this'?" 


Maddie coughed through a sob, pressing a hand to her heaving chest. "Any of it. All of it. What can 
I do? What should I do?" 


Danny raised his hands again before letting them quickly fall. "I don't have an answer for that." 


Maddie blubbered and shook her head. "No. Danny, please, there has to be something, anything. 
Tell me, please—" 


She wiped at her dripping nose. 


"I mean, what are we going to do now?" She looked up at him again. "The police, your father, 
Jazz, the whole town—what do we tell them? What do we say?" 


She quieted, holding eye contact with him for several moments. 
"What do you want to tell them?" she asked in a sharp hush. 


Danny released a long exhale and tilted back his head against the wall behind him, folding his arms 
again as he stared up at the ceiling. The same exact look Phantom had when he was belted down to 


the examination table. 


Maddie broke into another sobbing fit and collapsed in half over her knees, clutching her shins and 
letting her tears splash into the carpet. 


Danny said or did nothing for a long time. When she finally heard him move, she did not look up 
until he knelt before her, taking one of her hands in his, his thumb passing over her knuckles. 


Maddie's tears stopped all at once as she stared into his glistening blue eyes. 
"I don't want anyone to know about this," he said, his soft voice breaking. 
Maddie studied his face, so pale and thin and haunted now, his hand so cold in her own. 


In the complete silence of the house, she could hear each of his breaths, shaky but even. Her own 
breaths rattled her rib cage. 


Motion upstairs, and then a light in the hallway switched on. Maddie looked up and Danny turned 
from where he knelt. 


"Danny!" Jazz called from over the stair rail. "Danny, is that—?" 
"Danny?" asked Jack, appearing behind her. 


Danny stood, zipping up his jacket as Jazz ran down the stairs and rushed across the living room, 
throwing her arms around Danny, weeping and pressing one hand to the back of his head. Danny 
did not move at first, then slowly raised his arms to return the embrace, his hands on her back. 


Maddie wiped her tears on her sleeve as Jack made it down the stairs. But he didn't look at her at 
all, his eyes fixed on Danny. 


"Danny," he said, hushed and labored, as if it were all he could muster the strength to get out. 


He wrapped his huge arms around both Jazz and Danny. Their heads huddled close together, 
unmoving and quiet apart from Jazz's sobbing. 


Maddie's eyes welled up with new tears as she watched her family reunite at last, a family she had 
unknowingly broken up in the first place. 


Her chest ached to join the embrace but she held back, unsure if she even belonged in this family 
right now. 


Her hand tingled with the sweet memory of Danny holding it just moments before. She raised and 
brought it close to her heart, releasing a shuddery breath. 


"Where have you been?" Jazz pulled out of the hug but kept a hold on Danny's upper arms. 
"You've been gone for so long." 


"I know," said Danny, his voice calm. "And I decided to come back." 
"You decided?" Jazz shook him. "But where did you go?" 


"I'm really sorry I worried you," said Danny. "But I'm back now. I'm..." He paused, looking 
around the living room. "...home." 


He sounded unsure, as if he were saying it out loud merely to try to convince himself. Jazz 


frowned, cocking her head. Maddie shifted and squirmed in her seat. 


"You look terrible." She felt his arms through his jacket sleeves. "Are you okay?" She placed her 
hands on his shoulders, then his neck. "What happened to you?" 


She was studying the left side of his face, his eye. Danny averted his gaze and broke away from 
her, stepping backward, pulling his sleeves far past his bruised wrists. Jazz stayed where she was, 
Jack right beside her. 


"I just needed some time to figure things out about myself," said Danny. 
He raised one arm behind his back, visible to only Maddie. 

"But everything's okay now," said Danny softly. "I'm okay." 

Maddie watched him cross two fingers near his spine. 

"And we can all just forget this ever happened," he whispered. 


The lies came to him so easily. Maddie knew he got that from her. 


Chapter End Notes 


The end! Thanks so much for reading! I've really enjoyed all of the wonderful 
responses I've gotten. I was concerned this fic would be too intense to ever get much 
attention, but I've been pleasantly surprised! I'm so happy people have been able to 
enjoy this story with me. 


I do have plans for a sequel. I'm not sure when I'll be publishing it, but I will start 
working on it sometime in the next few months once I get an outline done and hammer 
out the plot and some details. If you are interested, please watch for a fic from me 
called Disillusioned! You can either subscribe to me as an author or subscribe to the 
Disparaged series. 


If you want to stay informed about the status of Disillusioned or any of my other fics, 
you can follow me on Tumblr (same username, imekitty). I frequently post updates 
about my writing there, DP musings, and general writing things. 


But in the meantime, until we meet again in my next fic, here are some plot ideas I am 
thinking about including in Disillusioned (no guarantees at this point!). Nothing that I 
would consider a spoiler, but hopefully enough to spark some interest and excitement! 
Enjoy! 


- Vlad is his normal bastard self. 

- Lancer has his class play Would You Rather. 

- Danny's eating disorder and painkiller addiction get worse? 

- The detective and the therapist are both very concerned about Danny. 


- Sam, Tucker, and Jazz know Danny is hiding something big from them. 


- Danny sees Jordyn in Amity Park. 


- Maddie complains about her jaw clicking ever since Danny punched her during their 
fight. 


- Danny loses interest in fighting ghosts because no ghost has hurt him as much as his 
own mother. 


- Danny loses interest in many things he used to enjoy, actually. 
- Dash tries to talk to Danny alone about where he was? 


- Maddie's interest in experimenting on Phantom can't just completely disappear, can 
it? 


- The Guys in White show up? 
- The detective and the therapist start dating???? 


Well, we'll see what I end up actually doing lol. Thank you again, everyone! 
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Hello, all! This is not an announcement for the sequel, sorry. 


I have finished outlining Disillusioned, but I was thinking about Vlad's possible 
involvement, and I decided that I should maybe try getting into his head a bit before 
actually starting the next fic. So, please enjoy this meeting with Clockwork Vlad told 
Danny about in chapter 10! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 
Someone rang the mansion doorbell. Vlad checked the time on the nearest clock from where he sat 
in his enormous study. Just a little after five in the evening. Was Maddie back again? 


His heart fluttered with the possibility. She had only just a few hours earlier offered to go out on a 
date with him in exchange for any information he might have about her missing son. Perhaps she 
would get down on her knees this time and beg him to take her to bed if only he would give her a 
hint about where Danny might possibly be. 


He wasn't sure he'd be able to resist if she did that. 


He eagerly pulled up the security camera footage on his computer but pursed his lips when he saw 
who was actually there: Jazz and Danny's two friends, Sam and Tucker. 


Great. The children had come to his own mansion to bother him this time. 


His butler appeared at the entrance to his study. "Would you like me to attend to our visitors at the 
door, sir?" 


Vlad stood and buttoned his jacket. "No. I will answer it myself." 


He breezed past his butler, straightening his string bow tie and smoothing the creases in his jacket 
as he headed for the door. He paused before opening it, mentally preparing himself with a groan. 
Jazz, Sam, and Tucker were perched on his front step, the Specter Speeder behind them and not in 
the designated parking area for visitors. Why did everyone keep ignoring that? 


"Jasmine. Daniel's dear friends." Vlad flashed his most dazzling smile. "To what do I owe this 
immeasurable pleasure? Or have you come again to accuse me of having something to do with 
Daniel's disappearance?" 


"Are you ready to admit it?" asked Sam. 

"Ah, but as I have already told you, I have no idea where Daniel is either." 
"So then you won't mind proving it." 

"Prove it?” 


Sam gestured to the Specter Speeder. "Come with us to see Clockwork. Right now." 


Vlad creased his brow. "You're going to see Clockwork?" 
"Yes," said Jazz, more politely. "To ask him where Danny is." 


"And if you really aren't holding him hostage somewhere, then you won't mind joining us to see 
what Clockwork says about where he is," challenged Sam. 


Vlad narrowed his eyes at her before looking at Jazz again. "Why do you need me to come with 
you?" 


"Well, normally we would go with Danny, but..." Jazz wrung her hands. "Well, obviously, we 
can't this time." 


"Yeah, Danny knows the Ghost Zone way better than any of us," said Tucker. "And he can usually 
fight off any rogue ghosts we encounter." 


"It's not that we're afraid," said Jazz quickly. "But we just normally don't go that deep into the 
Ghost Zone. Certainly never without Danny." 


"Oh, I see." Vlad smiled. "You want me to be your escort." 
Sam clenched her jaw. "We don't need an escort, we just—" 


"I accept." Vlad stepped outside and closed the front door behind him. "I will accompany you 
children to see Clockwork." 


"Really?" Jazz perked up. "You'll really come with us?" 


"Of course. The Ghost Zone is indeed a very dangerous place, after all," said Vlad. "And I'm 
curious to hear what Clockwork says, too. I'm as mystified as you all are as to our little badger's 
whereabouts." 


He started following them to the Speeder. Sam walked right in front of him and turned, stopping 
him. 


"I still don't trust you," she said, glaring at him. 


Vlad gave her a charming smile. "Fortunately, earning your trust has never been important to me, 
Samantha." 


Sam's face turned red. "No one calls me that." 


"No one but me, it would appear." Vlad walked around her and boarded the Speeder after Jazz and 
Tucker. Sam huffed behind him but did not try to speak to him again. 


"I'm assuming you want to enter the Ghost Zone through my portal," said Vlad, sitting on the right 
side of the only bench in the cabin. Tucker and Jazz were squeezed in the middle with Sam on the 
far left, taking the main controls into her hands. 


"Well, since we're already here," said Jazz. "That would be nice." 


"I have a garage entrance to my lab we can use." Vlad pointed. "Be a dear and just take that path 
there, won't you, Samantha?" 


Sam shot him a fierce scowl but followed his instructions, driving the Speeder toward and into the 
lab where Vlad switched on the portal. They crossed over into the eerie green light of the Ghost 


Zone, an atmosphere that always felt so haunted and cold. 


"I've only met Clockwork once," said Vlad. "Strange fellow, even for a ghost. But I've never 
actually been to his lair." 


"[ haven't met him at all," said Jazz. "But Sam and Tucker have apparently been to his lair before." 
"So you two know how to get to his lair?" Vlad looked over at Sam and Tucker. 

"Well, Danny did." Tucker held up a large, rolled sheet of paper. "This is his map." 

"Does, Danny does know," said Sam. 

Tucker gave a quick shake of his head. "Right. Yeah. He does." 


"Well, then." Vlad leaned back in his seat, clasping his hands in his lap. "Do let me know when 
we've arrived." 


He rested his head on the back of the bench, closing his eyes, breathing deep and relaxing as much 
as he could. 


When he woke later, Jazz was sitting beside him quietly with her arms folded while Sam and 
Tucker were bickering about something. Vlad stretched his back and sat up straight. 


"Are we getting close?" he asked, looking through the front window at the bright green lights and 
bursts of energy all around. Everywhere in the Ghost Zone looked more or less the same, so he had 
no idea where this could be. 


"Tucker's supposed to be the navigator," said Sam, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the 
Speeder's controls, "but I'm realizing now that he's just getting us lost." 


"It's not my fault!" whined Tucker. "This map is hard to read." 
"Here. Let me see that," said Vlad. 


Tucker handed the map to Vlad. Vlad stretched it out in front of him and studied it, trying his best 
to decipher the legend and handwriting, the arrows and distance markers. 


"Daniel drew this?" Vlad rotated the map, hoping a new angle might make it easier to understand. 
"This is dreadful. It's not even to scale." 


"Yeah, Danny wasn't—isn't great at math," said Tucker. "Never very good at using a compass or 
protractor either." 


"I can't read anything written here." Vlad squinted at a cluster of words. "Something about 
walking?" 


"Walker's prison, probably,” said Tucker. 


Vlad shook his head and handed the map back to Tucker. "It's no wonder we're lost if you've been 
trying to follow this hideosity." 


"Well, Danny's always able to get us anywhere just fine when he uses it," said Sam crossly. "So 
can you just try again to figure it out and tell me where to go, Tucker?" 


"Only if you stop biting my head off every time I give you a direction," said Tucker. 


Vlad reclined as Sam and Tucker argued and tried to figure out where they were going. Out of the 
corner of his eye, he could see Jazz beside him, staring at him. 


He turned to look at her. "Something on your mind, Jasmine?" 


Jazz shyly looked down at her lap and threaded a lock of her hair between her fingers. "I guess I'm 
just a little surprised you came. I wasn't sure you would." 


Vlad gave her a soft half smile. "Your brother means a great deal to me. More than you might 
realize." 


"But you've done such terrible things to him," said Jazz, sounding confused, as if she were asking a 
question. 


"Yes," said Vlad quietly. "I know I have." 
Jazz ran her fingers through the lock of her hair a couple times. 
"What do you think happened to Danny?" she asked. 


"I really don't know, Jasmine," said Vlad, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "I've told you that so 
many times now." 


"But I mean, what do you think?" pressed Jazz. "What are your feelings about where he might be? 
Like honestly?" 


Vlad frowned at her. 


"You showed us the security camera video of Danny transforming and taking off," Jazz continued. 
"Do you think he really did just run away and that he'll come back when he's ready?" She twisted 
the lock of hair over one finger. "I mean, do you think he might be okay, wherever he is?" 


She gazed at him with very large eyes. Vlad knew she was looking for some solace, some comfort, 
for any reassurance that her brother was just fine and he would return and she would see him again 
soon. 


She was so mature for her age but in this moment, Vlad could see she was still very much a child 
hoping he as an adult could tell her something she just didn't know yet, some secret wisdom that 
would explain everything and make it better. 


"I think..." Vlad began slowly, piecing his thoughts together into coherent words. "Daniel is either 
perfectly safe and able to return whenever he pleases, or he is in very great danger and cannot 
come back to us. And sadly, I do not think there are any possibilities between those two extremes." 


Jazz's eyes filled with tears, her lip wobbled. "Which do you think is more likely?" 
"I couldn't tell you," said Vlad. "I'm sorry." 


Jazz turned away, pulling more hair over her shoulder to hide her face from him. Vlad felt almost 
guilty that he couldn't shield her from reality like she wanted him to. 


"He's only been gone a few days," Vlad reminded her gently. "It hasn't even been a week yet." 
Jazz combed her fingers through her hair and sniffled but did not look at him. 


After only a little more yelling and snappish retorts exchanged between Sam and Tucker, the 


Specter Speeder at last pulled up to Clockwork's lair. Vlad stared up at the odd structure, a huge 
tower made of turning gears and a clock at the top powered by a large pendulum swinging below 
it. 


"You might want to get changed," said Sam, switching off the Speeder and glancing at Vlad. 
Vlad raised a brow. "Changed?" 
"I just want Clockwork to take us seriously," said Sam. "He can be really difficult." 


"Oh. I see." Vlad stood and willed his molecules to change over into ghost form. He straightened 
his cape on his shoulders. "This is what you want." 


"We just think Clockwork is more willing to talk to ghosts than humans," said Tucker. "Which is 
why we normally would never come here without Danny. But seeing as that's not possible right 


now... 

"I'm your next best choice, understood," said Vlad. "Shall we?" 

Sam led the way to the large entry doors. They opened on their own as the group approached. 
"He must already know we're coming," said Tucker, "and I guess he's fine with us entering." 


Jazz was nervously rubbing her arms and shivering. Vlad gave her a small smile before following 
Sam and Tucker into the main area of Clockwork's lair, a platform surrounded by more turning 
gears centered around a ghostly screen that was currently showing images from various places on 
Earth. 


Clockwork was staring at the images, his strange form shifting between different ages, very young 
to very old and in between. His red eyes did not leave the screen even as the group walked up to 
him. 


"I know why you're here," said Clockwork. "And my answer is no." 
"No?" Sam put her hands on her hips. "You don't know where Danny is?" 


"I certainly know where Danny is," said Clockwork, still looking at the screen. "I am aware of all 
that goes on in the Ghost Zone and on Earth across multiple timelines." 


"Then what do you mean, your answer is no?" demanded Sam. 
"I will not tell you where he is." 
No one spoke for several long, stunned moments. 


"Why not?" Sam shrieked, her body shaking. "If you already know, how hard is it for you to just 
tell us?" 


"It's not hard at all," said Clockwork. 
"Then tell us," pressed Sam. 


"No." Clockwork's form shifted to an elderly age as he hovered away from his screen to float in 
front of the group, holding his time staff in both hands. 


Sam huffed, then turned to Vlad, her expression pleading. Vlad took a couple steps forward. 


"Perhaps we're getting a little ahead of ourselves here," said Vlad, spreading his arms in a friendly 
gesture. "Lovely place you have here, by the way. The clock aesthetic is quite charming." 


"Glad you like it," said Clockwork with a wry smile. 


"You might not remember me," said Vlad, holding out a hand for Clockwork to shake. "We've only 
met once before. Vlad Masters, some in the Ghost Zone know me as Vlad Plasmius." 


"Vlad Plasmius, yes," said Clockwork, ignoring his hand. "One of only three ghost hybrids in both 
our worlds at the present moment, the other two being Danny Phantom and his clone, Danielle, 
whom you created. I have yet to meet the clone, but I know when our first visit will occur and am 
looking forward to it." 


"Oh, how wonderful," said Vlad. "She's a sweetheart, you'll love her. She really is a lot like Daniel 
in SO many ways." 


"That's good to hear," said Clockwork. "I am quite fond of Danny." 


"Oh, as are we," said Vlad, gesturing to the three teens behind him. "Which is why we are quite 
anxious to find out where he is." 


"I know you are," said Clockwork. 
"Right." Vlad smiled, but his mouth was twitching. "Yes. Of course you know that." 


Vlad faltered a moment, trying to find some kind of crack in Clockwork's visage, something for 
him to latch onto and dig at for control. But Clockwork's face remained completely stoic as his 
form shifted to that of a child, betraying no hint of emotion that Vlad could take advantage of. 


"Listen." Vlad cleared his throat. "We are all so worried about our little badger. What can we do to 
get that information from you? Is there something we can exchange? Something we can help you 
with or get for you?" 


"No," said Clockwork. "There is nothing. I will not tell you where Danny is." 


Jazz sobbed and covered her face. Tucker put his hands on her shoulders. Sam scowled, her lips 
curling into a snarl. 


"Why not?" she demanded, yelling. "Why won't you tell us?" 
"That is not my purpose here." 


"Not your purpose? What the hell is the point of watching time and knowing everything that 
happens, then?" 


"Simply that," said Clockwork evenly. "To watch it and make sure it is progressing as it is 
supposed to. In regard to Danny's whereabouts, there is nothing that needs to be changed or 
manipulated." 


Sam clenched her fists in front of her chest. "But we're not asking you to change or manipulate 
anything. We just want you to tell us where he is so we can know he's safe or bring him home if he 
needs help." 


"No," said Clockwork. 


"But why not?" spat Sam. "It's not my purpose,’ that is such bullshit." 


Vlad frowned at her, disapproving of the way she was so disrespectfully addressing such a 
powerful ghost, but she did not seem to notice him at all as she locked eyes with only Clockwork. 


"Do not confuse me with the being you call God in the human realm," said Clockwork sternly. "I 
am not here just waiting to answer prayers and help those who are struggling. I do not make 
judgments about who should and should not get the answers they are seeking about the past, 
present, and future." 


He turned to his spectral screen and waved his time staff in its direction. The images changed to the 
inside of his own lair, showing ghosts pleading with him, humans crying for his assistance. 


"So many have come to me," said Clockwork. "From the Ghost Zone. From Earth. From dozens of 
timelines. Some travel for years and decades just trying to find me. Others stumble here by 
accident. But they all want answers, answers about things that have happened or will happen. 
Answers about how to gain power and wealth. Answers about how to find love or cheat death. 
Answers about how to rescue their loved ones or themselves." 


"And what's wrong with that?" asked Sam. 


"That is not what I am here for," said Clockwork. "I watch time, keeping a careful eye on what is to 
come, but I cannot disrupt it in any way unless there is a grave threat to the Ghost Zone or Earth. 
Ghosts and humans must be permitted to make their own choices. That is what constitutes time, a 
series of choices weaving in and through each other." 


"But we made the choice to come here," said Jazz, her voice small and unsure. "We're here asking 
you to tell us just one thing, please. We're not asking you to turn back time or tell us what's going to 
happen in the future. We just want to know where Danny is right now." 


"Yeah, just telling us where Danny is isn't something that's going to disrupt the flow of time, is it?" 
asked Tucker. 


"No," said Clockwork. "But it does meddle with fate, and that is something I cannot do. I must 
allow time and all of its events to progress without my interference. Telling you where he is so you 
can possibly bring him back before he's meant to return would result in a chain reaction affecting 
the fates of multiple people." 


"But you know him personally," said Sam. "You've helped him before." 
"When his future self posed a lethal threat to both the Earth and the Ghost Zone, yes, I did." 
"So you won't tell us where he is just because his disappearance doesn't affect our worlds?" 


"I do not burden myself with making such judgments about whether or not to grant every request 
and demand that is brought to me," said Clockwork, his voice never rising in volume, still as calm 
as ever. "I would never get a moment's peace if I did, would never have the clarity of mind I need 
to fulfill my actual purpose of watching and guarding time." 


Clockwork waved his staff, and the screen went back to showing images of places on Earth. 


"I make no exceptions in this regard," said Clockwork, "so please do not think this is anything 
personal." 


Vlad blinked, nodding, understanding all at once. 


"You have to make an exception." Sam stamped her boot. "We're not leaving until we get an 


answer." 
"Samantha," said Vlad solemnly. "He's not going to tell us." 
Sam stared at him. "What? But he knows, he has to—" 


"No," said Vlad. "Because that goes against his purpose here. His obsession. There's literally 
nothing we can do to convince him to tell us." 


"But that's—there has to be some way—" 


"I wouldn't expect you to understand," said Vlad with a sigh. "You're not a ghost. You don't know 
how obsessions work." 


Vlad looked down at his gloved hand, glowing with ecto-energy. 
"But I do," he said quietly. 


Sam scoffed. "So that's it? You're saying we have to give up because Clockwork's just an obsessed 
ghost that can't be reasoned with?" 


"I'm saying..." Vlad squeezed the bridge of his nose, shutting his eyes briefly before opening them 
and returning his attention to Sam. "Maybe you children should go wait in the Specter Speeder 
while the adults talk." 


"We're not children," snapped Sam. "Tucker and I are sixteen, and Jazz is eighteen!" 
"You're teenagers." 
"But not children!" 


"You're typical teenagers who think you're more grown up and smarter than everyone else," said 
Vlad, getting cross. "But one day when you're older, you'll realize that sixteen-year-olds are very 
much still children." 


"And you are only forty years old," said Clockwork, shifting to his elderly form. "From my 
perspective, you are also a mere child." 


Vlad scowled. Sam smirked at him cheekily. 


"Fine, then from one ghost to another," said Vlad, turning fully to Clockwork. "I understand that 
you cannot tell us where Daniel is. I respect that." He rotated his hands around each other. "But 
could we perhaps work out some sort of compromise?" 


"What do you propose?" asked Clockwork. 


"We know exactly when and where Daniel was last seen," said Vlad, gesturing to the three teens 
and himself. "We actually caught the moment when he took off on film." 


"Yes. I'm aware of that," said Clockwork. 


"Of course you are," said Vlad. "And you're also aware of what happened to him next, but since 
you can't tell us, may we be permitted to view the timeline ourselves to discover where Daniel went 
after he took off?" 


Vlad gestured to the ghostly screen in the center of the room. Clockwork didn't even glance at it. 


"No," he said flatly. 


"Oh, come on!" cried Sam. "You said you can't fell us, so letting us look for ourselves so you don't 
have to tell us would still satisfy your obsession, wouldn't it?" 


"Humans love trying to find loopholes and play these semantic word games," said Clockwork, 
shifting to his middle-aged form and smiling. "But my purpose is unchanging. I cannot give you 
any means to discover where Danny is too early." 


Sam shouted in exasperation and clutched at her hair. Jazz covered her face with her hands. 
Tucker's gaze moved to the floor and stayed there. Vlad watched the three teens for some time, 
frowning. 


"Can you at least tell us if he's all right?" asked Vlad in a low voice, looking at Clockwork again. 
"Can you at least give us that? Please?" 


Jazz uncovered her wet eyes. Sam and Tucker also stared at Clockwork, waiting. 
"IT cannot tell you that either," said Clockwork. 


Vlad groaned, rolling his eyes, turning away and ready to just storm out because fuck he wasn't 
sure why he ever tried to reason or negotiate with ghosts. 


"But I can tell you one thing." 

Vlad turned back to him. 

"You will all see Danny again," said Clockwork. "Alive." 

Vlad blinked and breathed in deep, his shoulders straightening as he looked up in wonder. 


"Alive? What exactly does that mean?" demanded Sam. "Will he be okay? And when will that 
happen?" 


"I will tell you no more," said Clockwork, turning his back to them to look into his screen again. "It 
is time for you to leave." 


Sam barked more questions at Clockwork, but he did not respond. Tucker and Jazz took her arms 
and pulled her away, leading her out of the clock tower and back to the Specter Speeder. 


Vlad followed behind them, changing back into his human form, his mind racing with the 
implications of what Clockwork meant. 


Because Sam was right. What exactly did "alive" mean in this case? 
Because there were so many ways to be alive, so many very broken ways. 


Sam, Jazz, and Tucker discussed the possibilities on the way back to the portal entrance, but Vlad 
did not engage, tuning them out. 


A couple days later at Amity Park City Hall, Vlad sat at his desk in his office, using his computer 
to check on the status of a few of his properties before diving into his mayoral duties. He frowned 
when he read the current meter reading for his private lab about thirty miles outside of town. It was 
much higher than he anticipated. 


He logged into his account for the lab's electric utility and clicked to see the power usage. The 


electricity consumption was indeed enormous. 


He knew Maddie used his lab whenever she wanted to conduct research without Jack's 
involvement. He had given her permission to do so, had even given her the entry code so she could 
go anytime she desired on her own. 


But these electricity consumption stats were from just the past few nights. Right after Danny 
disappeared. 


Why would she be using his private lab when she was desperately searching for Danny? So 
desperate she offered to sleep with him just for a hint? 


What specimen could possibly draw her focus away from looking for her son? 
Vlad stared at the numbers, puzzling over them, connecting the dots. 
It couldn't be...? No, that would be too ironic. 


But if Danny Phantom were somehow Maddie's secret specimen, that would explain everything. 
Because the only thing that could possibly take Maddie away from her favorite child was the ghost 
she had been obsessively lusting after for months now. 


He had to see for himself. 


Vlad buzzed his secretary, asking her to cancel his meetings for the rest of the day. He then 
transformed and phased out through the ceiling, flying toward his lab. When he arrived, he landed 
by the front entrance and changed back into his human form before keying in the door code and 
entering. 


Silence, the drone of machinery and computers. Nothing stirred in the darkness. 


Maddie wasn't here, then. And she probably would not show up for hours according to the power 
usage patterns he observed in his utility report. 


But was there someone else here? 


Vlad switched on the lab lights and did not have to wonder for long before he spotted a body on the 
main examination table. 


He froze, then slowly approached the table, toward the ghostly figure wearing a black and white 
jumpsuit instantly recognizable as Danny's. 


Vlad stopped next to the table, staring down at Danny, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. 
Danny's arms and legs were belted down to the table, but his head was locked inside a small 
containment crate. 


These lockboxes were useful in sensory deprivation experiments, but Vlad wondered if Maddie had 
another reason for securing his head like this. 


Danny's hand suddenly twitched, restrained just above the crate, his fingers curling. Vlad's 
attention snapped to it. 


So he was alive. Just as Clockwork had promised. 


Danny's hand relaxed. Vlad swiftly walked to the lab counters and began opening various drawers, 
trying to remember where the keys for the lockboxes were kept. 


Something on one of the counters caught his eye. He paused, studying from a distance before 
taking a closer look. 


Tissue samples. Vials of ectoplasm. And a tooth. 
Vlad picked up the small plastic bag containing the tooth, a back molar. Was this Danny's? 


He set the tooth down and resumed his search for the lockbox keys. When he at last found the 
correct key, he returned to Danny's side and inserted it into the small padlock holding the crate 
closed. He then swung it open. 


Danny squinted and blinked, dried tears staining his cheeks and dark green bruises splotching his 
lower jaw on one side. Vlad would put money on Danny missing a tooth on that side. 


He stared up at Vlad, his left eye glowing dimmer than the other and gashed straight through the 
center with a white scar. 


Such a haunted, broken face. 


This was perfect. Too perfect. Danny was helpless, imprisoned and subjected to torturous 
experimentation by his own mother, and he needed Vlad more than ever. 


Perhaps now, Vlad could finally convince Danny to submit to his will. 
Vlad smirked down at him. 


"How have you been these days, little badger?" 


Chapter End Notes 


Thanks for reading! And before anyone mentions Clockwork letting Danny go back in 
time and make changes in Masters of All Time, my personal headcanon is that 
Clockwork didn't actually let Danny do anything, that was just a simulated timeline he 
let Danny play with, like a playground. He would never actually let Danny screw up 
the real timeline. 


Anyway, as of posting this right now, I will officially start writing Disillusioned! I do 
not know when I will start uploading it, but my plan is to finish at least three chapters 
before I even think about it. Maybe two if I get impatient lol. So that means hopefully 
before the year ends, but if you'd like updates, follow me on Tumblr under imekitty! 
You can also send me messages and I'd be happy to let you know my progress. 


See you all again soon! 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


